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INTRODUCTION 


THE CONJURE-MAN DIES is, first and foremost, highly readable, wholly 
entertaining. 

This should go without saying, since the book is a mystery novel of 
merit, and the sole function of any mystery story is to entertain. Of all types 
of fiction, it is probably the least pretentious, which is all in its favour at a 
time when the novel is so often used by authors as sugar coating for 
indigestible messes of philosophy or polemics calculated to make the 
reading of fiction a duty rather than a pleasure. Or for self-indulgent 
exercises in Beautiful Writing by poets manqués which make it neither a 
duty nor a pleasure. 

This is not to deny that the formal mystery story does have its limitations, 
nor that too many of its practitioners, adopting these limitations as a rule 
book, tend to turn out a sort of mechanically contrived product, one 
cheapjack job after another rolling off the production line, each similar to 
the other beneath its coat of paint. 

But it is a fact that a writer of authentic talent can and will create within 
the genre a novel which, while staying in bounds, offers a good example of 
that talent. Rudolph Fisher was such a writer, and the one mystery novel he 
wrote, The Conjure-Man Dies, originally published in 1932, offers striking 
evidence of it, especially when viewed in the light of its times. Its success 
on publication was great enough to carry it into production as a play by the 
Federal Theater Project in 1936. Its rediscovery, and appearance in this 
edition, are no more than proper tributes to both its readability and its 
merits as a record of its period. 

Fisher himself was an extraordinary man. A Negro, born on 9 May 1897 
in Washington, D.C., he graduated from Brown University with honours 
and went on to become a distinguished doctor of medicine, specializing in 
Roentgenology. At the height of his medical career, he turned to writing as 


an avocation and was soon being published by such magazines as Atlantic 
Monthly, Crisis, McClures, American Mercury and Story. A novel, The 
Walls of Jericho, published in 1928, received high critical praise, and when 
one adds the success of The Conjure-Man Dies to the list of Fisher’s literary 
achievements, it is plain that he was at least as talented in writing as he was 
in the practice of medicine. He died, however, on 26 December 1934, 
tragically young, and with a brilliantly promising career in letters 
unfulfilled. 

His authorship of The Conjure-Man Dies gave Fisher a lonely distinction. 
Since the 1860s, when Metta Victor in America and Wilkie Collins in 
England produced the first formal mystery novels, there had been no Negro 
writer who utilized this technique as a means of literary expression until 
Fisher came along. After his death there was again a hiatus until the 1960s, 
when Chester Himes appeared on the scene with his detective stories of 
Harlem. The time now ripe for it, Himes, an enormously talented writer 
himself, came to achieve a prestige and financial success from his mystery 
stories which Fisher could never have conceived. 

What adds a special dimension to Fisher’s novel from the present 
reader’s point of view is the date of its publication, 1932. The Negro 
experience that year was still basically unchanged from the era of the 
Reconstruction. The vaunted Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s had not 
gone below the surface; excellent as some of the literature emerging from it 
was, there was a strong smell of the dilettante about the movement, largely 
emanating from the whites who were part of it. And the Great Depression 
had stopped even the meagre economic life blood that was left in black 
communities from flowing. If life everywhere was hard, life in Harlem 
came down to a desperate day by day struggle for mere survival in a world 
where the most minimal public works and inadequate welfare payments 
were only glimmerings on the Rooseveltian horizon, and where the word 
‘militant? was the exclusive property of white-dominated radical 
organizations. 

Under these life and death conditions, the Negro role, as prescribed by 
the white world, remained consistent. It was a role, familiar as ever, 
presented to the black by, among other things, the mystery stories of 
Octavus Roy Cohen in The Saturday Evening Post where the antics of the 
comically uppity Florian Slappey and his dull-witted, head-scratching 


cohorts illustrated it so vividly, and by mystery movies where the trusty but 
terrified and goggle-eyed black servant could perform it larger than life on 
the screen. 

On the other hand, the Negro could take what comfort he might from the 
solicitous white intellectual and dilettante who, heading in the opposite 
directon from the arrant racist, sentimentalized the black, romanticized his 
bitter life style into something delightfully exciting, and, in effect, patted 
him on the head as one would a pet spaniel. It was ironic and inevitable that 
neither the racist nor the sentimentalist knew how nicely they were 
cooperating in the destruction of a people’s identity and individuality by 
barring the way to the honest exploration and discovery of them. This, of 
course, is the function of the stereotype, and it matters very little whether 
the stereotype is that of vicious hound or pet poodle. 

The mystery novel of that day, where it dealt with the Negro at all, 
played both angles. The Negro was either servitor or hardboiled crap 
shooter, take it or leave it. Hardly surprising when one considers that, first, 
the mystery novel is popular fiction, and popular fiction always tends to 
cater to popular prejudices, and, second, that the genre itself had, by and 
large, used as its subjects the white Anglo-Saxon Protestant middle and 
upper classes, always acknowledging their superiority to the non-WASP 
world without question. 

The classical mysteries written under these conditions were essentially 
puzzles where the reader was invited to unearth the murderer before the 
author did so. Their structures were as rigid as those of a Japanese no play, 
their characters one-dimensional, their styles generally florid, representative 
of the snob’s idea of Good Writing. A rereading of S. S. Van Dine, most 
successful mystery writer of that time, will be enlightening to anyone 
questioning what might seem excessively harsh judgments in the foregoing. 

Luckily, in 1930, there crept into this WASP paradise of genteel murder a 
serpent named Dashiell Hammett. With a background as Pinkerton 
investigator and pulp writer, with a superb talent for fiction and a highly- 
developed social conscience, he plucked the apple right out of the tree that 
year with his his publication of The Maltese Falcon. Suddenly, murder in 
the mystery novel showed some of the forms it had already demonstrated in 
such outstanding pulp magazines as Black Mask and Flynn’. Suddenly it 
was booted right out of the vicar’s garden and into the gutter, a much more 


likely setting for it. There was a hard-edged realism to Hammett’s 
characters and events, a comprehension of the meanness and viciousness of 
the urban world they inhabited. And his prose, clipped, economical, earthy, 
broke completely with the sort of overblown style favoured by S. S. Van 
Dine and his confreres. 

It is highly probable that Rudolph Fisher, intrigued by the idea of 
presenting Harlem, from top to bottom, in a mystery novel that could reach 
a larger audience than a straight novel, devoted himself to some serious 
study of what made the books of both Hammett and S. S. Van Dine tick, 
since both their approaches are clearly evident in The Conjure-Man Dies. 
Fisher’s extremely complex plotting and his occasionally too-pedantic 
writing of descriptive and expository passages 1s in the classical mode. But 
the characters, their broad range of background, and the handling of 
dialogue are wholly of Hammett’s realistic school. 

Overall, it is clear that Fisher’s own sympathies and interests lie with 
Hammett, much as he deferred to traditional techniques. Stylistically, if one 
judges by the descriptive and expository writing in his novel, The Walls of 
Jericho, it is possible that he was not so much deferring to what he thought 
the mystery reader demanded as reflecting a background of pre-World War I 
reading. Every writer is strongly influenced by the reading he most enjoyed 
in his teens. It is the exceptional writer who, like Fisher, can dispense with 
its influence even in part. 

In either case, there is no question that it is Fisher’s adherence to the new 
realism which, as in Hammett’s works, invests The Conjure-Man Dies with 
the qualities of a social document recording a time and a place without 
seeming to. One is drawn through the book by its story, but emerges at last 
with much more than that story in mind. 

In the end, of course, it is the book itself that must speak for its author. 
And what one can best do in introducing a book so happily rediscovered 
after decades of obscurity is only to mark its place in history, and then step 
aside. 


STANLEY ELLIN 
New York, 1971 


CHAPTER I 


ENCOUNTERING the bright-lighted gaiety of Harlem’s Seventh Avenue, the 
frigid midwinter night seemed to relent a little. She had given Battery Park 
a chill stare and she would undoubtedly freeze the Bronx. But here in this 
mid-realm of rhythm and laughter she seemed to grow warmer and 
friendlier, observing, perhaps, that those who dwelt here were mysteriously 
dark like herself. 

Of this favour the Avenue promptly took advantage. Sidewalks barren 
throughout the cold white day now sprouted life like fields in spring. Along 
swung boys in camels’ hair beside girls in bunny and muskrat; broad, flat 
heels clacked, high narrow ones clicked, reluctantly leaving the disgorging 
theatres or eagerly seeking the voracious dance halls. There was loud jest 
and louder laughter and the frequent uplifting of merry voices in the 
moment’s most popular song: 


‘T’ll be glad when you’ re dead, you rascal you, 
I'll be glad when you’re dead, you rascal you. 
What is it that you’ve got 
Makes my wife think you so hot? 
Oh you dog—I’Il be glad when you’re gone!’ 


But all of black Harlem was not thus gay and bright. Any number of 
dark, chill, silent side streets declined the relenting night’s favour. 130th 
Street, for example, east of Lenox Avenue, was at this moment cold, still, 
and narrowly forbidding; one glanced down this block and was glad one’s 
destination lay elsewhere. Its concentrated gloom was only intensified by an 
occasional spangle of electric light, splashed ineffectually against the 
blackness, or by the unearthly pallor of the sky, into which a wall of 
dwellings rose to hide the moon. 


Among the houses in this looming row, one reared a little taller and 
gaunter than its fellows, so that the others appeared to shrink from it and 
huddle together in the shadow on either side. The basement of this house 
was quite black; its first floor, high above the sidewalk and approached by a 
long greystone stoop, was only dimly lighted; its second floor was lighted 
more dimly still, while the third, which was the top, was vacantly dark 
again like the basement. About the place hovered an oppressive silence, as 
if those who entered here were warned beforehand not to speak above a 
whisper. There was, like a footnote, in one of the two first-floor windows to 
the left of the entrance a black-on-white sign reading: 


SAMUEL CROUCH, UNDERTAKER. 


On the narrow panel to the right of the doorway the silver letters of 
another sign obscurely glittered on an onyx background: 


N. FRIMBO, PSYCHIST. 


Between the two signs receded the high, narrow vestibule, terminating in 
a pair of tall glass-panelled doors. Glass curtains, tightly stretched in 
vertical folds, dimmed the already too-subdued illumination beyond. 


It was about an hour before midnight that one of the doors rattled and flew 
open, revealing the bareheaded, short, round figure of a young man who 
manifestly was profoundly agitated and in a great hurry. Without closing the 
door behind him, he rushed down the stairs, sped straight across the street, 
and in a moment was frantically pushing the bell of the dwelling directly 
opposite. A tall, slender, light-skinned man of obviously habitual 
composure answered the excited summons. 

‘Is—is you him?’ stammered the agitated one, pointing to a sign labelled 
‘John Archer, M.D.’ 

“Yes—I’m Dr Archer.’ 

“Well, arch on over here, will you, doc?’ urged the caller. “‘Sump’m done 
happened to Frimbo.’ 

‘Frimbo? The fortune teller?’ 


‘Step on it, will you, doc?’ 

Shortly, the physician, bag in hand, was hurrying up the greystone stoop 
behind his guide. They passed through the still open door into a hallway 
and mounted a flight of thickly carpeted stairs. 

At the head of the staircase a tall, lank, angular figure awaited them. To 
this person the short, round, black, and by now quite breathless guide 
panted, ‘I got one, boy! This here’s the doc from ’cross the street. Come on, 
doc. Right in here.’ 

Dr Archer, in passing, had an impression of a young man as long and 
lean as himself, of a similarly light complexion except for a profusion of 
dark brown freckles, and of a curiously scowling countenance that glowered 
from either ill humour or apprehension. The doctor rounded the banister 
head and strode behind his pilot toward the front of the house along the 
upper hallway, midway of which, still following the excited short one, he 
turned and swung into a room that opened into the hall at that point. The tall 
fellow brought up the rear. 

Within the room the physician stopped, looking about in surprise. The 
chamber was almost entirely in darkness. The walls appeared to be hung 
from ceiling to floor with black velvet drapes. Even the ceiling was 
covered, the heavy folds of cloth converging from the four corners to gather 
at a central point above, from which dropped a chain suspending the single 
strange source of light, a device which hung low over a chair behind a large 
desk-like table, yet left these things and indeed most of the room unlighted. 
This was because, instead of shedding its radiance downward and outward 
as would an ordinary shaded droplight, this mechanism focused a horizontal 
beam upon a second chair on the opposite side of the table. Clearly the 
person who used the chair beneath the odd spotlight could remain in 
relative darkness while the occupant of the other chair was brightly 
illuminated. 

‘There he is—jes’ like Jinx found him.’ 

And now in the dark chair beneath the odd lamp the doctor made out a 
huddled, shadowy form. Quickly he stepped forward. 

‘Is this the only light?’ 

‘Only one I’ve seen.’ 

Dr Archer procured a flashlight from his bag and swept its faint beam 
over the walls and ceiling. Finding no sign of another lighting fixture, he 


directed the instrument in his hand toward the figure in the chair and saw a 
bare black head inclined limply sidewise, a flaccid countenance with open 
mouth and fixed eyes staring from under drooping lids. 

‘Can’t do much in here. Anybody up front?’ 

“Yes, suh. Two ladies.’ 

‘Have to get him outside. Let’s see. I know. Downstairs. Down in 
Crouch’s. There’s a sofa. You men take hold and get him down there. This 
way.’ 

There was some hesitancy. ‘Mean us, doc?’ 

‘Of course. Hurry. He doesn’t look so hot now.’ 

‘I ain’t none too warm, myself,’ murmured the short one. But he and his 
friend obeyed, carrying out their task with a dispatch born of distaste. Down 
the stairs they followed Dr Archer, and into the undertaker’s dimly lighted 
front room. 

‘Oh, Crouch!’ called the doctor. ‘Mr Crouch!’ 

‘That “mister” ought to get him.’ 

But there was no answer. ‘Guess he’s out. That’s right—put him on the 
sofa. Push that other switch by the door. Good.’ 

Dr Archer inspected the supine figure as he reached into his bag. ‘Not so 
good,’ he commented. Beneath his black satin robe the patient wore 
ordinary clothing—trousers, vest, shirt, collar and tie. Deftly the physician 
bared the chest; with one hand he palpated the heart area while with the 
other he adjusted the ear-pieces of his stethoscope. He bent over, placed the 
bell of his instrument on the motionless dark chest, and listened a long time. 
He removed the instrument, disconnected first one, then the other, rubber 
tube at their junction with the bell, blew vigorously through them in turn, 
replaced them, and repeated the operation of listening. At last he stood 
erect. 

‘Not a twitch,’ he said. 

‘Long gone, huh?’ 

‘Not so long. Still warm. But gone.’ 

The short young man looked at his scowling freckled companion. 

“What'd I tell you?’ he whispered. ‘Was I right or wasn’t I?’ 

The tall one did not answer but watched the doctor. The doctor put aside 
his stethoscope and inspected the patient’s head more closely, the parted 
lips and half-open eyes. He extended a hand and with his extremely long 


fingers gently palpated the scalp. ‘Hello,’ he said. He turned the far side of 
the head toward him and looked first at that side, then at his fingers. 

“Wh-what?’ 

‘Blood in his hair,’ announced the physician. He procured a gauze 
dressing from his bag, wiped his moist fingers, thoroughly sponged and 
reinspected the wound. Abruptly he turned to the two men, whom until now 
he had treated quite impersonally. Still imperturbably, but incisively, in the 
manner of lancing an abscess, he asked, ‘Who are you two gentlemen?’ 

“Why—uh—this here’s Jinx Jenkins, doc. He’s my buddy, see? Him and 
me—’ 

‘And you—if I don’t presume?’ 

‘Me? I’m Bubber Brown—’ 

“Well, how did this happen, Mr Brown?’ 

‘’Deed I don’ know, doc. What you mean—is somebody killed him?’ 

“You don’t know?’ Dr Archer regarded the pair curiously a moment, then 
turned back to examine further. From an instrument case he took a probe 
and proceeded to explore the wound in the dead man’s scalp. ‘Well—what 
do you know about it, then?’ he asked, still probing. ‘Who found him?’ 

‘Jinx,’ answered the one who called himself Bubber. ‘We jes’ come here 
to get this Frimbo’s advice ’bout a little business project we thought up. 
Jinx went in to see him. I waited in the waitin’ room. Presently Jinx come 
bustin’ out pop-eyed and beckoned to me. I went back with him—and there 
was Frimbo, jes’ like you found him. We didn’t even know he was over the 
river.’ 

‘Did he fall against anything and strike his head?’ 

‘No, suh, doc.’ Jinx became articulate. ‘He didn’t do nothin’ the whole 
time I was in there. Nothin’ but talk. He tol’ me who I was and what I 
wanted befo’ I could open my mouth. Well, I said that I knowed that much 
already and that I come to find out sump’m I didn’t know. Then he went on 
talkin’, tellin’ me plenty. He knowed his stuff all right. But all of a sudden 
he stopped talkin’ and mumbled sump’m ’bout not bein’ able to see. Seem 
like he got scared, and he say, “Frimbo, why don’t you see?” Then he didn’t 
say no more. He sound’ so funny I got scared myself and jumped up and 
grabbed that light and turned it on him—and there he was.’ 

*M-m.’ 








Dr Archer, pursuing his examination, now indulged in what appeared to 
be a characteristic habit: he began to talk as he worked, to talk rather 
absently and wordily on a matter which at first seemed inapropos. 

‘I,’ said he, ‘am an exceedingly curious fellow.’ Deftly, delicately, with 
half-closed eyes, he was manipulating his probe. ‘Questions are forever 
popping into my head. For example, which of you two gentlemen, if either, 
stands responsible for the expenses of medical attention in this unfortunate 
instance?’ 

‘Mean who go’n’ pay you?’ 

‘That,’ smiled the doctor, ‘makes it rather a bald question.’ 

Bubber grinned understandingly. 

“Well here’s one with hair on it, doc,’ he said. ‘Who got the medical 
attention?’ 

‘M-m,’ murmured the doctor. ‘I was afraid of that. Not,’ he added, ‘that I 
am moved by mercenary motives. Oh, not at all. But if I am not to be paid 
in the usual way, in coin of the realm, then of course I must derive my 
compensation in some other form of satisfaction. Which, after all, is the end 
of all our getting and spending, is it not?’ 

‘Oh, sho’,’ agreed Bubber. 

‘Now this case’—the doctor dropped the gauze dressing into his bag 
—‘even robbed of its material promise, still bids well to feed my native 
curiosity—if not my cellular protoplasm. You follow me, of course?’ 

“With my tongue hangin’ out,’ said Bubber. 

But that part of his mind which was directing this discourse did not give 
rise to the puzzled expression on the physician’s lean, light-skinned 
countenance as he absently moistened another dressing with alcohol, wiped 
off his fingers and his probe, and stood up again. 

“We’d better notify the police,’ he said. “You men’—he looked at them 
again—‘you men call up the precinct.’ 

They promptly started for the door. 

‘No—you don’t have to go out. The cops, you see’—he was almost 
confidential—‘the cops will want to question all of us. Mr Crouch has a 
phone back there. Use that.’ 

They exchanged glances but obeyed. 

‘Tl be thinking over my findings.’ 


Through the next room they scuffled and into the back of the long first- 
floor suite. There they abruptly came to a halt and again looked at each 
other, but now for an entirely different reason. Along one side of this room, 
hidden from view until their entrance, stretched a long narrow table draped 
with a white sheet that covered an unmistakably human form. There was 
not much light. The two young men stood quite still. 

‘Seem like it’s—occupied,’ murmured Bubber. 

‘Another one,’ mumbled Jinx. 

“Where’s the phone?’ 

‘Don’t ask me. I got both eyes full.’ 

‘There ’tis—on that desk. Go on—use it.’ 

‘Use it yo’ own black self,’ suggested Jinx. ‘I’m goin’ back.’ 

‘No you ain’t. Come on. We use it together.’ 

‘All right. But if that whosis says “Howdy” tell it I said “Goo’by.”” 

‘And where the hell you think I’Il be if it says “Howdy’’?’ 

“What a place to have a telephone!’ 

‘Step on it, slow motion.’ 

‘Hello!—Hello!’ Bubber rattled the hook. ‘Hey operator! Operator!’ 

‘My Gawd,’ said Jinx, ‘is the phone dead too?’ 

‘Operator—gimme the station—quick ... Pennsylvania? No ma’am— 
New York—Harlem—listen, lady, not railroad. Police. Please, ma’am ... 
Hello—hey—send a flock 0’ cops around here—Frimbo’s—the fortune 
teller’s—yea—Thirteen West 130th—yea—somebody done put that thing 
on him! ... Yea—O.K.’ 

Hurriedly they returned to the front room where Dr Archer was pacing 
back and forth, his hands thrust into his pockets, his brow pleated into 
troubled furrows. 

‘They say hold everything, doc. Be right over.’ 

‘Good.’ The doctor went on pacing. 

Jinx and Bubber surveyed the recumbent form. Said Bubber, ‘If he could 
keep folks from dyin’, how come he didn’t keep hisself from it?’ 

‘Reckon he didn’t have time to put no spell on hisself,’ Jinx surmised. 

‘No,’ returned Bubber grimly. ‘But somebody else had time to put one on 
him. I knowed sump’m was comin’. I told you. First time I seen death on 
the moon since I been grown. And they’s two mo’ yet.’ 

‘How you reckon it happened?’ 








“You askin’ me?’ Bubber said. ‘You was closer to him than I was.’ 

‘It was plumb dark all around. Somebody could’a’ snook up behind him 
and crowned him while he was talkin’ to me. But I didn’t hear a sound. Say 
—I better catch air. This thing’s puttin’ me on the well-known spot, ain’t 
it?’ 

‘All right, dumbo. Run away and prove you done it. Wouldn’t that be a 
bright move?’ 

Dr Archer said, ‘The wisest thing for you men to do is stay here and help 
solve this puzzle. You’d be called in anyway—you found the body, you see. 
Running away looks as if you were—well—running away.’ 

“What’d I tell you?’ said Bubber. 

‘All right,’ growled Jinx. ‘But I can’t see how they could blame anybody 
for runnin’ away from this place. Graveyard’s a playground side o’ this.’ 


CHAPTER II 


OF the ten Negro members of Harlem’s police force to be promoted from 
the rank of patrolman to that of detective, Perry Dart was one of the first. 
As if the city administration had wished to leave no doubt in the public 
mind as to its intention in the matter, they had chosen, in him, a man who 
could not have been under any circumstances mistaken for aught but a 
Negro; or perhaps, as Dart’s intimates insisted, they had chosen him 
because his generously pigmented skin rendered him invisible in the dark, a 
conceivably great advantage to a detective who did most of his work at 
night. In any case, the somber hue of his integument in no wise reflected the 
complexion of his brain, which was bright, alert, and practical within such 
territory as it embraced. He was a Manhattanite by birth, had come up 
through the public schools, distinguished himself in athletics at the high 
school he attended, and, having himself grown up with the black colony, 
knew Harlem from lowest dive to loftiest temple. He was rather small of 
stature, with unusually thin, fine features, which falsely accentuated the 
slightness of his slender but wiry body. 

It was Perry Dart’s turn for a case when Bubber Brown’s call came in to 
the station, and to it Dart, with four uniformed men, was assigned. 

Five minutes later he was in the entrance of Thirteen West 130th Street, 
greeting Dr Archer, whom he knew. His men, one black, two brown, and 
one yellow, loomed in the hallway about him large and ominous, but there 
was no doubt as to who was in command. 

‘Hello, Dart,’ the physician responded to his greeting. ‘I’m glad you’re 
on this one. It'll take a little active cerebration.’ 

‘Come on down, doc,’ the little detective grinned with a flash of white 
teeth. “You’re talking to a cop now, not a college professor. What’ve you 
got?’ 


‘A man that’Il tell no tales.’ The physician motioned to the undertaker’s 
front room. ‘He’s in there.’ 

Dart turned to his men. ‘Day, you cover the front of the place. Green, 
take the roof and cover the back yard. Johnson, search the house and get 
everybody you find into one room. Leave a light everywhere you go if 
possible—I ll want to check up. Brady, you stay with me.’ Then he turned 
back and followed the doctor into the undertaker’s parlour. They stepped 
over to the sofa, which was in a shallow alcove formed by the front bay 
windows of the room. 

‘How’d he get it, doc?’ he asked. 

‘To tell you the truth, I haven’t the slightest idea.’ 

‘Somebody crowned him,’ Bubber helpfully volunteered. 

‘Has anybody ast you anything?’ Jinx inquired gruffly. 

Dart bent over the victim. 

The physician said: 

‘There is a scalp wound all right. See it?’ 

“Yea—now that you mentioned it.’ 

‘But that didn’t kill him.’ 

‘No? How do you know it didn’t, doc?’ 

‘That wound is too slight. It’s not in a spot that would upset any vital 
centre. And there isn’t any fracture under it.’ 

‘Couldn’t a man be killed by a blow on the head that didn’t fracture his 
skull?’ 

“Well—-yes. If it fell just so that its force was concentrated on certain 
parts of the brain. I’ve never heard of such a case, but it’s conceivable. But 
this blow didn’t land in the right place for that. A blow at this point would 
cause death only by producing intracranial haemorrhage—’ 

‘Couldn’t you manage to say it in English, doc?’ 

‘Sure. He’d have to bleed inside his head.’ 

‘That’s more like it.’ 

‘The resulting accumulation of blood would raise the intra—the pressure 
inside his head to such a point that vital centres would be paralysed. The 
power would be shut down. His heart and lungs would quit cold. See? Just 
like turning off a light.’ 

‘O.K. if you say so. But how do you know he didn’t bleed inside his 
head?’ 


“Well, there aren’t but two things that would cause him to.’ 

‘I’m learning, doc. Go on.’ 

‘Brittle arteries with no give in them—no elasticity. If he had them, he 
wouldn’t even have to be hit—just excitement might shoot up the blood 
pressure and pop an artery. See what I mean?’ 

‘That’s apoplexy, isn’t 1t?’ 

‘Right. And the other thing would be a blow heavy enough to fracture the 
skull and so rupture the blood vessels beneath. Now this man is about your 
age or mine—somewhere in his middle thirties. His arteries are soft—feel 
his wrists. For a blow to kill this man outright, it would have had to fracture 
his skull.’ 

‘Hot damn!’ whispered Bubber admiringly. ‘Listen to the doc do his 
stuff!’ 

‘And his skull isn’t fractured?’ said Dart. 

‘Not if probing means anything.’ 

‘Don’t tell me you’ve X-rayed him too?’ grinned the detective. 

‘Any fracture that would kill this man outright wouldn’t have to be X- 
rayed.’ 

‘Then you’re sure the blow didn’t kill him?’ 

‘Not by itself, it didn’t.’ 

‘Do you mean that maybe he was killed first and hit afterwards?’ 

“Why would anybody do that?’ Dr Archer asked. 

“To make it seem like violence when it was really something else.’ 

‘I see. But no. If this man had been dead when the blow was struck, he 
wouldn’t have bled at all. Circulation would already have stopped.’ 

*That’s right.’ 

‘But of one thing I’m sure: that wound is evidence of too slight a blow to 
kill.’ 

‘Specially,’ interpolated Bubber, ‘a hard-headed cullud man—’ 

‘There you go ag’in,’ growled his lanky companion. 

‘He’s right,’ the doctor said. ‘It takes a pretty hefty impact to bash in a 
skull. With a padded weapon,” he went on, ‘a fatal blow would have had to 
be crushing to make even so slight a scalp wound as this. That’s out. And a 
hard, unpadded weapon that would break the scalp just slightly like this, 
with only a little bleeding and without even cracking the skull, could at 


most have delivered only a stunning blow, not a fatal one. Do you see what 
I mean?’ 

‘Sure. You mean this man was just stunned by the blow and actually died 
from something else.’ 

‘That’s the way it looks to me.’ 

“Well—anyhow he’s dead and the circumstances indicate at least a 
possibility of death by violence. That justifies notifying us, all right. And it 
makes it a case for the medical examiner. But we really don’t know that 
he’s been killed, do we?’ 

‘No. Not yet.’ 

‘All the more a case for the medical examiner, then. Is there a phone 
here, doc? Good. Brady, go back there and call the precinct. Tell ’em to get 
the medical examiner here double time and to send me four more men— 
doesn’t matter who. Now tell me, doc. What time did this man go out of the 
picture?’ 

The physician smiled. 

‘Call Meridian 7-1212.’ 

‘O.K., doc. But approximately?’ 

“Well, he was certainly alive an hour ago. Perhaps even half an hour ago. 
Hardly less.’ 

‘How long have you been here?’ 

‘About fifteen minutes.’ 

‘Then he must have been killed—if he was killed—say anywhere from 
five to thirty-five minutes before you got here?’ 

“Yes.” 

Bubber, the insuppressible, commented to Jinx, ‘Damn! That’s trimming 
it down to a gnat’s heel, ain’t it?’ But Jinx only responded, ‘Fool, will you 
hush?’ 

“Who discovered him—do you know?’ 

‘These two men.’ 

‘Both of you?’ Dart asked the pair. 

‘No, suh,’ Bubber answered. ‘Jinx here discovered the man. I discovered 
the doctor.’ 

Dart started to question them further, but just then Johnson, the officer 
who had been directed to search the house, reappeared. 


‘Been all over,’ he reported. ‘Only two people in the place. Women— 
both scared green.’ 

‘All right,’ the detective said. “Take these two men up to the same room. 
I’ll be up presently.’ 

Officer Brady returned. ‘Medical examiner’s comin’ right up.’ 

The detective said, ‘Was he on this sofa when you got here, doc?’ 

‘No. He was upstairs in his—his consultation room, I guess you’d call it. 
Queer place. Dark as sin. Sitting slumped down in a chair. The light was 
impossible. You see, I thought I’d been called to a patient, not a corpse. So I 
had him brought where I knew I could examine him. Of course, if I had 
thought of murder—’ 

‘Never mind. There’s no law against your moving him or examining him, 
even if you had suspected murder—as long as you weren’t trying to hide 
anything. People think there’s some such law, but there isn’t.’ 

‘The medical examiner’|I probably be sore, though.’ 

‘Let him. We’ve got more than the medical examiner to worry about.’ 

“Yes. You’ve got a few questions to ask.’ 

‘And answer. How, when, where, why, and who? Oh, I’m great at 
questions. But the answers—’ 

“Well, we’ve the “when” narrowed down to a half-hour period.’ Dr 
Archer glanced at his watch. ‘That would be between ten-thirty and eleven. 
And “where” shouldn’t be hard to verify—tright here in his own chair, if 
those two fellows are telling it straight. “Why” and “who”—those’ll be 
your little red wagon. “How” right now is mine. I can’t imagine—’ 

Again he turned to the supine figure, staring. Suddenly his lean 
countenance grew blanker than usual. Still staring, he took the detective by 
the arm. ‘Dart,’ he said reflectively, “we smart people are often amazingly 
—dumb.’ 

“You're telling me?’ 

‘We waste precious moments in useless speculation. We indulge 
ourselves in the extravagance of reason when a frugal bit of observation 
would suffice.’ 

‘Does prescription liquor affect you like that, doc?’ 

‘Look at that face.’ 

“Well—if you insist—’ 








‘Just the general appearance of that face—the eyes—the open mouth. 
What does it look like?’ 

‘Looks like he’s gasping for breath.’ 

‘Exactly. Dart, this man might—might, you understand—have been 
choked.’ 

‘Ch’ 

‘Stunned by a blow over the ear—’ 

‘To prevent a struggle!’ 

‘and choked to death. As simple as that.’ 

‘Choked! But just how?’ 

Eagerly, Dr Archer once more bent over the lifeless countenance. “There 
are two ways,’ he dissertated in his roundabout fashion, ‘of interrupting 
respiration.” He was peering into the mouth. ‘What we shall call, for 
simplicity, the external and the internal. In this case the external would be 
rather indeterminate, since we could hardly make out the usual bluish 
discolourations on a neck of this complexion.’ He procured two tongue 
depressors and, one in each hand, examined as far back into the throat as he 
could. He stopped talking as some discovery further elevated his already 
high interest. He discarded one depressor, reached for his flashlight with the 
hand thus freed, and, still holding the first depressor in place, directed his 
light into the mouth as if he were examining tonsils. With a little grunt of 
discovery, he now discarded the flashlight also, took a pair of long steel 
thumb-forceps from a flap in the side of his bag, and inserted the instrument 
into the victim’s mouth alongside the guiding tongue-depressor. Dart and 
the uniformed officer watched silently as the doctor apparently tried to 
remove something from the throat of the corpse. Once, twice, the prongs 
snapped together, and he withdrew the instrument empty. But the next time 
the forceps caught hold of the physician’s discovery and drew it forth. 

It was a large, blue-bordered, white handkerchief. 


CHAPTER III 


‘Doc,’ said Dart, ‘you don’t mind hanging around with us a while?’ 

‘Try and shake me loose,’ grinned Dr Archer. ‘This promises to be worth 
seeing.’ 

‘If you’d said no,’ Dart grinned back, ‘I’d have held you anyhow as a 
suspect. I’m going to need some of your brains. I’m not one of these bright 
ones that can do all the answers in my head. I’m just a poor boy trying to 
make a living, and this kind of a riddle hasn’t been popped often enough in 
my life to be easy yet. I’ve seen some funny ones, but this is funnier. One 
thing I can see—that this guy wasn’t put out by any beginner.’ 

‘The man that did this,’ agreed the physician, ‘thought about it first. I’ve 
seen autopsies that could have missed that handkerchief. It was pushed back 
almost out of sight.’ 

‘That makes you a smart boy.’ 

‘T admit it. Wonder whose handkerchief?’ 

‘Stick it in your bag and hang on to it. And let’s get going.’ 

‘Whither?’ 

‘To get acquainted with this layout first. Whoever’s here will keep a 
while. The bird that pulled the job is probably in Egypt by now.’ 

‘That wouldn’t be my guess.’ 

“You think he’d hang around?’ 

‘He wouldn’t do the expected thing—not if he was bright enough to think 
up a gag like this.’ 

‘Gag is good. Let’s start with the roof. Brady, you come with me and the 
doc—and be ready for surprises. Where’s Day?’ 

The doctor closed and picked up his bag. They passed into the hallway. 
Officer Day was on guard in the front vestibule according to his orders. 

‘There are four more men and the medical examiner coming,’ the 
detective told him. ‘The four will be right over. Put one on the rear of the 


house and send the others upstairs. Come on, doc.’ 

The three men ascended two flights of stairs to the top floor. The slim 
Dart led, the tall doctor followed, the stalwart Brady brought up the rear. 
Along the uppermost hallway they made their way to the front of the third 
story of the house, moving with purposeful resoluteness, yet with a sharp- 
eyed caution that anticipated almost any eventuality. The physician and the 
detective carried their flashlights, the policeman his revolver. 

At the front end of the hallway they found a closed door. It was unlocked. 
Dart flung it open, to find the ceiling light on, probably left by Officer 
Johnson in obedience to instructions. 

This room was a large bedchamber, reaching, except for the width of the 
hallway, across the breadth of the house. It was luxuriously appointed. The 
bed was a massive four-poster of mahogany, intricately carved and set off 
by a counterpane of gold satin. It occupied the mid-portion of a large black- 
and-yellow Chinese rug which covered almost the entire floor. Two 
upholstered chairs, done also in gold satin, flanked the bed, and a settee of 
similar design guarded its foot. An elaborate smoking stand sat beside the 
head of the bed. A mahogany chest and bureau, each as substantial as the 
four-poster, completed the furniture. 

‘No question as to whose room this is,’ said Dart. 

‘A man’s,’ diagnosed Archer. ‘A man of means and definite ideas, good 
or bad—but definite. Too bare to be a woman’s room—look—the walls are 
stark naked. There aren’t any frills’-—he sniffed—‘and there isn’t any 
perfume.’ 

‘I guess you’ve been in enough women’s rooms to know.’ 

‘Men’s too. But this is odd. Notice anything conspicuous by its absence?’ 

‘Tl bite.’ 

‘Photographs of women.’ 

The detective’s eyes swept the room in verification. 

“Woman hater?’ 

“Maybe,” said the doctor, ‘but—’ 

‘Wait a minute,’ said the detective. There was a clothes closet to the left 
of the entrance. He turned, opened its door, and played his flashlight upon 
its contents. An array of masculine attire extended in orderly suspension— 
several suits of various patterns hanging from individual racks. On the back 
of the open door hung a suit of black pyjamas. On the floor a half-dozen 


pairs of shoes were set in an orderly row. There was no suggestion of any 
feminine contact or influence; there was simply the atmosphere of an 
exceptionally well ordered, decided masculinity. 

“What do you think?’ asked Dr Archer. 

“Woman hater,’ repeated Dart conclusively. 

‘Or a Lothario of the deepest dye.’ 

The detective looked at the doctor. ‘I get the deep dye—he was blacker’n 
me. But the Lothario—’ 

‘Isn’t it barely possible that this so very complete—er—repudiation of 
woman is too complete to be accidental? May it not be deliberate—a wary 
suppression of evidence—the recourse of a lover of great experience and 
wisdom, who lets not his right hand know whom his left embraceth?’ 

‘Not good—ust careful?’ 

‘He couldn’t be married—actively. His wife’s influence would be— 
smelt. And if he isn’t married, this over-absence of the feminine—well—it 
means something.’ 

‘T still think it could mean woman-hating. This other guess-work of yours 
sounds all bass-ackwards to me.’ 

‘Heaven forfend, good friend, that you should lose faith in my judgment. 
Woman-hater you call him and woman-hater he 1s. Carry on.’ 





A narrow little room the width of the hallway occupied that extent of the 
front not taken up by the master bedroom. In this they found a single bed, a 
small table, and a chair, but nothing of apparent significance. 

Along the hallway they now retraced their steps, trying each of three 
successive doors that led off from this passage. The first was an empty 
store-room, the second a white tiled bathroom, and the third a bare closet. 
These yielded no suggestion of the sort of character or circumstances with 
which they might be dealing. Nor did the smaller of the two rooms 
terminating the hallway at its back end, for this was merely a narrow 
kitchen, with a tiny range, a table, icebox, and cabinet. In these they found 
no inspiration. 

But the larger of the two rear rooms was arresting enough. This was a 
study, fitted out in a fashion that would have warmed the heart and stirred 
the ambition of any student. There were two large brown-leather club 
chairs, each with its end table and reading lamp; a similarly upholstered 


divan in front of a fireplace that occupied the far wall, and over toward the 
windows at the rear, a flat-topped desk, upon which sat a bronze desk-lamp, 
and behind which sat a large swivel armchair. Those parts of the walls not 
taken up by the fireplace and windows were solid masses of books, being 
fitted from the floor to the level of a tall man’s head with crowded shelves. 

Dr Archer was at once absorbed. ‘This man was no ordinary fakir,’ he 
observed. ‘Look.’ He pointed out several framed documents on the upper 
parts of the walls. ‘Here—’ He approached the largest and peered long upon 
it. Dart came near, looked at it once, and grinned: 

‘Does it make sense, doc?’ 

‘Bachelor’s degree from Harvard. N’Gana Frimbo. N’Gana—’ 

‘Not West Indian?’ 

‘No. This sounds definitely African to me. Lots of them have that N’. 
The “Frimbo” suggests it, too—mumbo—jumbo—sambo—’ 

‘Limbo—’ 

“Wonder why he chose an American college? Most of the chiefs’ sons’ll 
go to Oxford or bust. I know—this fellow is probably from Liberia or 
thereabouts. American influence—see?’ 

‘How’d he get into a racket like fortune telling?’ 

‘Ask me another. Probably a better racket than medicine in this 
community. A really clever chap could do wonders.’ 

The doctor was glancing along the rows of books. He noted such titles as 
Tankard’s Determinism and Fatalism, a Critical Contrast, Bostwick’s The 
Concept of Inevitability, Preem’s Cause and Effect, Dessault’s The Science 
of History, and Fairclough’s The Philosophical Basis of Destiny. He took 
this last from its place, opened to a flyleaf, and read in script, ‘N’Gana 
Frimbo’ and a date. Riffling the pages, he saw in the same script pencilled 
marginal notes at frequent intervals. At the end of the chapter entitled ‘Unit 
Stimulus and Reaction,’ the pencilled notation read: ‘Fairclough too has 
missed the great secret.’ 

‘This is queer.’ 

‘What?’ 

‘A native African, a Harvard graduate, a student of philosophy—and a 
sorcerer. There’s something wrong with that picture.’ 

‘Does it throw any light on who killed him?’ 

‘Anything that throws light on the man’s character might help.’ 


‘Well, let’s get going. I want to go through the rest of the house and get 
down to the real job. You worry about his character. Pll worry about the 
character of the suspects.’ 

‘Right-o. Your move, professor.’ 


CHAPTER IV 


MEANWHILE Jinx and Bubber, in Frimbo’s waiting-room on the second floor, 
were indulging in one of their characteristic arguments. This one had started 
with Bubber’s chivalrous endeavours to ease the disturbing situation for the 
two women, both of whom were bewildered and distraught and one of 
whom was young and pretty. Bubber had not only announced and described 
in detail just what he had seen, but, heedless of the fact that the younger 
woman had almost fainted, had proceeded to explain how he had known, 
long before it occurred, that he had been about to ‘see death.’ To dispel any 
remaining vestiges of tranquillity, he had added that the death of Frimbo 
was but one of three. Two more were at hand. 

‘Soon as Jinx here called me,’ he said, ‘I knowed somebody’s time had 
come. I busted on in that room yonder with him—y’all seen me go—and 
sho’ *nough, there was the man, limp as a rag and stiff as a board. Y’ see, 
the moon don’t lie. ?Cose most signs ain’t no ’count. As for me, you won’t 
find nobody black as me that’s less suprastitious.’ 

‘Jes’ say we won’t find nobody black as you and stop. That’ll be the 
truth,’ growled Jinx. 

‘But a moonsign is different. Moonsign is the one sign you can take for 
sho’. Moonsign—’ 

‘Moonshine is what you took for sho’ tonight,’ Jinx said. 

‘Red moon mean bloodshed, new moon over your right shoulder mean 
good luck, new moon over your left shoulder mean bad luck, and so on. 
Well, they’s one moonsign my grandmammy taught me befo’ I was knee 
high and that’s the worst sign of ’em all. And that’s the sign I seen tonight. I 
was walkin’ down the Avenue feelin’ fine and breathin’ the air—’ 

‘What do you breathe when you don’t feel so good?’ 

‘—smokin’ the gals over, watchin’ the cars roll by—feelin’ good, you 
know what I mean. And then all of a sudden I stopped. I store.’ 


“You whiched?’ 

‘Store. I stopped and I store.’ 

‘What language you talkin’?’ 

‘I store at the sky. And as I stood there starin’, sump’m didn’t seem right. 
Then I seen what it was. Y’ see, they was a full moon in the sky—’ 

‘Funny place for a full moon, wasn’t it?’ 

‘and as I store at it, they come up a cloud—wasn’t but one cloud in the 
whole sky—and that cloud come up and crossed over the face 0’ the moon 
and blotted it out—jes’ like that.’ 

“You sho’ ’twasn’t yo’ shadow?’ 

“Well there was the black cloud in front 0’ the moon and the white 
moonlight all around it and behind it. All of a sudden I seen what was 
wrong. That cloud had done took the shape of a human skull!’ 

‘Sweet Jesus!’ The older woman’s whisper betokened the proper awe. 
She was an elongated, incredibly thin creature, ill-favoured in countenance 
and apparel; her loose, limp, angular figure was grotesquely disposed over a 
stiff-backed arm-chair, and dark, nondescript clothing draped her too long 
limbs. Her squarish, fashionless hat was a little awry, her scrawny visage, 
already disquieted, was now inordinately startled, the eyes almost comically 
wide above the high cheek bones, the mouth closed tight over her teeth 
whose forward slant made the lips protrude as if they were puckering to 
whistle. 

The younger woman, however, seemed not to hear. Those dark eyes 
surely could sparkle brightly, those small lips smile, that clear honey skin 
glow with animation; but just now the eyes stared unseeingly, the lips were 
a Short, hard, straight line, the skin of her round pretty face almost 
colourless. She was obviously dazed by the suddenness of this unexpected 
tragedy. Unlike the other woman, however, she had not lost her poise, 
though it was costing her something to retain it. The trim, black, high- 
heeled shoes, the light sheer stockings, the black seal coat which fell open 
to reveal a white-bordered pimiento dress, even the small close-fitting black 
hat, all were quite as they should be. Only her isolating detachment 
betrayed the effect upon her of the presence of death and the law. 

‘A human skull!’ repeated Bubber. ‘Yes, ma’am. Blottin’ out the moon. 
You know what that is?’ 

‘What?’ said the older woman. 


‘That’s death on the moon. It’s a moonsign and it’s never been known to 
fail.’ 

‘And it means death?’ 

“Worse °n that, ma’am. It means three deaths. Whoever see death on the 
moon’—he paused, drew breath, and went on in an impressive lower tone 
—‘gonna see death three times!’ 

‘My soul and body!’ said the lady. 

But Jinx saw fit to summon logic. ‘Mean you go’n’ see two more folks 
dead?’ 

‘Gonna stare ’em in the face.’ 

‘Then somebody ought to poke yo’ eyes out in self-defence.’ 

Having with characteristic singleness of purpose discharged his duty as a 
gentleman and done all within his power to set the ladies’ minds at rest, 
Bubber could now turn his attention to the due and proper quashing of his 
unappreciative commentator. 

‘Whyn’t you try it?’ he suggested. 

“Try what?’ 

‘Pokin’ my eyes out.’ 

‘Huh. If I thought that was the onliest way to keep from dyin’, you could 
get yo’self a tin cup and a cane tonight.’ 

‘Try it then.’ 

‘°Tain’t necessary. That moonshine you had’ll take care o’ everything. 
Jes’ give it another hour to work and you'll be blind as a Baltimo’ alley.’ 

‘Trouble with you,’ said Bubber, ‘is, you’ ignorant. You’ dumb. The 
inside 0’ yo’ head is all black.’ 

‘Like the outside 0’ yourn.’ 

‘Is you by any chance alludin’ to me?’ 

‘I ain’t alludin’ to that policeman over yonder.’ 

‘Lucky for you he is over yonder, else you wouldn’t be alludin’ at all.’ 

‘Now you gettin’ bad, ain’t you? Jus’ ’cause you know you got the 
advantage over me.’ 

“What advantage?’ 

‘How could I hit you when I can’t even see you?’ 

‘Well if I was ugly as you is, I wouldn’t want nobody to see me.’ 

‘Don’t worry, son. Nobody’! ever know how ugly you is. Yo’ ugliness is 
shrouded in mystery.’ 


“Well yo’ dumbness ain’t. It’s right there for all the world to see. You 
ought to be back in Africa with the other dumb boogies.’ 

‘African boogies ain’t dumb,’ explained Jinx. “They’ jes’ dark. You ain’t 
been away from there long, is you?’ 

‘My folks,’ returned Bubber crushingly, ‘left Africa ten generations ago.’ 

‘Yo’ folks? Shuh. Ten generations ago, you-all wasn’t folks. You-all 
hadn’t qualified as apes.’ 

Thus as always, their exchange of compliments flowed toward the level 
of family history, among other Harlemites a dangerous explosive which a 
single word might strike into instantaneous violence. It was only because 
the hostility of these two was actually an elaborate masquerade, whereunder 
they concealed the most genuine affection for each other, that they could 
come so close to blows that were never offered. 

Yet to the observer this mock antagonism would have appeared 
alarmingly real. Bubber’s squat figure sidled belligerently up to the long 
and lanky Jinx; solid as a fire-plug he stood, set to grapple; and he said with 
unusual distinctness: 

“Yea? Well—yo’ granddaddy was a hair on a baboon’s tail. What does 
that make you?’ 

The policeman’s grin of amusement faded. The older woman stifled a cry 
of apprehension. 

The younger woman still sat motionless and staring, wholly unaware of 
what was going on. 





CHAPTER V 


DETECTIVE Dart, Dr Archer, and Officer Brady made a rapid survey of the 
basement and cellar. The basement, a few feet below sidewalk level, proved 
to be one long, low-ceilinged room, fitted out, evidently by the undertaker, 
as a simple meeting-room for those clients who required the use of a chapel. 
There were many rows of folding wooden chairs facing a low platform at 
the far end of the room. In the middle of this platform rose a pulpit stand, 
and on one side against the wall stood a small reed organ. A heavy dark 
curtain across the rear of the platform separated it and the meeting-place 
from a brief unimproved space behind that led through a back door into the 
back yard. The basement hallway, in the same relative position as those 
above, ran alongside the meeting-room and ended in this little hinder space. 
In one corner of this, which must originally have been the kitchen, was the 
small door of a dumbwaiter shaft which led to the floor above. The shaft 
contained no sign of a dumbwaiter now, as Dart’s flashlight disclosed: 
above were the dangling gears and broken ropes of a mechanism long since 
discarded, and below, an empty pit. 

They discovered nearby the doorway to the cellar stairs, which proved to 
be the usual precipitate series of narrow planks. In the cellar, which was 
poorly lighted by a single central droplight, they found a large furnace, a 
coal bin, and, up forward, a nondescript heap of shadowy junk such as 
cellars everywhere seem to breed. 

All this appeared for the time being unimportant, and so they returned to 
the second floor, where the victim had originally been found. Dart had 
purposely left this floor till the last. It was divided into three rooms, front, 
middle and back, and these they methodically visited in order. 

They entered the front room, Frimbo’s reception room, just as Bubber 
sidled belligerently up to Jinx. Apparently their entrance discouraged 
further hostilities, for with one or two upward, sidelong glares from Bubber, 


neutralized by an inarticulate growl or two from Jinx, the imminent combat 
faded mysteriously away and the atmosphere cleared. 

But now the younger woman’s eyes lifted to recognize Dr John Archer. 
She jumped up and went to him. 

‘Hello, Martha,’ he said. 

“What does it mean, John?’ 

‘Don’t let it upset you. Looks like the conjure-man had an enemy, that’s 
all.’ 

‘It’s true—he really 1s—?’ 

‘I’m afraid so. This is Detective Dart. Mrs Crouch, Mr Dart.’ 

‘Good-evening,’ Mrs Crouch said mechanically and turned back to her 
chair. 

‘Dart’s a friend of mine, Martha,’ said the physician. ‘He’Il take my word 
for your innocence, never fear.’ 

The older woman, refusing to be ignored, said impatiently, ‘How long 
you ’spect us to sit here? What we waitin’ for? We didn’ kill him.’ 

‘Of course not,’ Dart smiled. ‘But you may be able to help us find out 
who did. As soon as I’ve finished looking around Ill want to ask you a few 
questions. That’s all.’ 

‘Well,’ she grumbled, ‘you don’t have to stand a seven-foot cop over us 
to ask a few questions, do you?’ 

Ignoring this inquiry, the investigators continued with their observations. 
This was a spacious room whose soft light came altogether from three or 
four floor lamps; odd heavy silken shades bore curious designs in profile, 
and the effect of the obliquely downcast light was to reveal legs and bodies, 
while countenances above were bedimmed by comparative shadow. Beside 
the narrow hall door was a wide doorway hung with portiéres of black 
velvet, occupying most of that wall. The lateral walls, which seemed to 
withdraw into the surrounding dusk, were adorned with innumerable 
strange and awful shapes: gruesome black masks with hollow orbits, some 
smooth and bald, some horned and bearded; small misshapen statuettes of 
near-human creatures, resembling embryos dried and blackened in the sun, 
with closed bulbous eyes and great protruding lips; broad-bladed swords, 
slim arrows and jagged spear-heads of forbidding designs. On the farther of 
the lateral walls was a mantelpiece upon which lay additional African 
emblems. Dr Archer pointed out a murderous-looking club, resting 


diagonally across one end of the mantel; it consisted of the lower half of a 
human femur, one extremity bulging into wicked-looking condyles, the 
other, where the original bone had been severed, covered with a silver knob 
representing a human skull. 

‘That would deliver a nasty crack.’ 

“Wonder if it did?’ said the detective. 


They passed now through the velvet portiéres and a little isthmus-like 
antechamber into the middle room where the doctor had first seen the 
victim. Dr Archer pointed out those peculiarities of this chamber which he 
had already noted: the odd droplight with its horizontally focused beam, 
which was the only means of illumination; the surrounding black velvet 
draping, its long folds extending vertically from the bottom of the walls to 
the top, then converging to the centre of the ceiling above, giving the room 
somewhat the shape of an Arab tent; the one apparent opening in this 
drapery, at the side door leading to the hallway; the desk-like table in the 
middle of the room, the visitors’ chair on one side of it, Frimbo’s on the 
other, directly beneath the curious droplight. 

‘Let’s examine the walls,’ said Dart. He and the doctor brought their 
flashlights into play. Like two off-shoots of the parent beam, the smaller 
shafts of light travelled inquisitively over the long vertical folds of black 
velvet, which swayed this way and that as the two men pulled and palpated, 
seeking openings. The projected spots of illumination moved like two 
strange, twisting, luminous moths, constantly changing in size and shape, 
fluttering here and there from point to point, pausing, inquiring, 
abandoning. The detective and the physician began at the entrance from the 
reception room and circuited the black chamber in opposite directions. 
Presently they met at the far back wall, in whose midline the doctor located 
an opening. Pulling the hangings aside at this point, they discovered another 
door but found it locked. 

‘Leads into the back room, I guess. We’ll get in from the hallway. What’s 
this?’ 

‘This’ proved to be a switch-box on the wall beside the closed door. The 
physician read the lettering on its front. ‘Sixty amperes—two hundred and 
twenty volts. That’s enough for an X-ray machine. What does he need 
special current for?’ 


‘Search me. Come on. Brady, run downstairs and get that extension-light 
out of the back of my car. Then come back here and search the floor for 
whatever you can find. Specially around the table and chairs. We’ll be right 
back.’ 


They left the death chamber by its side door and approached the rearmost 
room from the hallway. Its hall door was unlocked, but blackness greeted 
them as they flung it open, a strangely sinister blackness in which eyes 
seemed to gleam. When they cast their flashlights into that blackness they 
saw whence the gleaming emanated, and Dart, stepping in, found a switch 
and produced a light. 

‘Damn!’ said he as his eyes took in a wholly unexpected scene. Along 
the rear wall under the windows stretched a long flat chemical work-bench, 
topped with black slate. On its dull dark surface gleamed bright laboratory 
devices of glass or metal, flasks, beakers, retorts, graduates, pipettes, a 
copper water-bath, a shining instrument-sterilizer, and at one end, a 
gleaming black electric motor. The space beneath this bench was occupied 
by a long floor cabinet with a number of small oaken doors. On the wall at 
the nearer end was a glass-doored steel cabinet containing a few small 
surgical instruments, while the far wall, at the other end of the bench, 
supported a series of shelves, the lower ones bearing specimen-jars of 
various sizes, and the upper, bottles of different colours and shapes. Dart 
stooped and opened one of the cabinet doors and discovered more 
glassware, while Dr Archer went over and investigated the shelves, 
removed one of the specimen-jars, and with a puzzled expression, peered at 
its contents, floating in some preserving fluid. 

“What’s that?’ the detective asked, approaching. 

‘Can’t be,’ muttered the physician. 

‘Can’t be what?’ 

“What they look like.’ 

‘Namely?’ 

Ordinarily Dr Archer would probably have indulged in a leisurely 
circumlocution and reached his decision by a flank attack. In the present 
instance he was too suddenly and wholly absorbed in what he saw to 
entertain even the slightest or most innocent pretence. 

‘Sex glands,’ he said. 


‘What?’ 

‘Male sex glands, apparently.’ 

‘Are you serious?’ 

The physician inspected the rows of jars, none of which was labelled. 
There were other preserved biological specimens, but none of the same 
appearance as those in the jar which he still held in his hand. 

‘I’m serious enough,’ he said. ‘Does it stimulate your imagination?’ 

‘Plenty,’ said Dart, his thin lips tightening. “Come on—let’s ask some 
questions.’ 


CHAPTER VI 


THEY returned to the middle chamber. Officer Brady had plugged the 
extension into a hall socket and twisted its cord about the chain which 
suspended Frimbo’s light. The strong white lamp’s sharp radiance did not 
dispel the far shadows, but at least it brightened the room centrally. 

Brady said, ‘There’s three things I found—all on the floor by the chair.’ 

‘This chair?’ Dart indicated the one in which the victim had been first 
seen by Dr Archer. 

“Yes.” 

The three objects were on the table, as dissimilar as three objects could 
be. 

“What do you think of this, doc?’ Dart picked up a small irregular shining 
metallic article and turned to show it to the physician. But the physician 
was already reaching for one of the other two discoveries. 

‘Hey—wait a minute!’ protested the detective. ‘That’s big enough to 
have finger prints on it.’ 

‘My error. What’s that you have?’ 

‘Teeth. Somebody’s removable bridge.’ 

He handed over the small shining object. The physician examined it. 
‘First and second left upper bicuspids,’ he announced. 

“You don’t say?’ grinned Dart. 

“What do you mean, somebody’s?’ 

‘Well, if you know whose just by looking at it, speak up. Don’t hold out 
on me.’ 

‘Frimbo’s.’ 

‘Or the guy’s that put him out.’ 

‘Hm—no. My money says Frimbo’s. These things slip on and off easily 
enough.’ 


‘I see what you mean. In manipulating that handkerchief the murderer 
dislodged this thing.’ 

“Yes. Too bad. If it was the murderer’s it might help identify him.’ 

“Why? There must be plenty of folks with those same teeth missing.’ 

‘True. But this bridge wouldn’t fit—really fit—anybody but the person it 
was made for. The models have to be cast in plaster. Not two in ten 
thousand would be identical in every respect. This thing’s practically as 
individual as a finger print.’ 

“Yea? Well, we may be able to use it anyhow. I’ll hang on to it. But wait. 
You looked down Frimbo’s throat. Didn’t you notice his teeth?’ 

‘Not especially. I didn’t care anything about his teeth then. I was looking 
for the cause of death. But we can easily check this when the medical 
examiner comes.’ 

‘O.K. Now—what’s this?’ He picked up what seemed to be a wad of 
black silk ribbon. 

‘That was his head cloth, I suppose. Very impressive with that flowing 
robe and all.’ 

“Who could see it in the dark?’ 

‘Oh, he might have occasion to come out into the light sometime.’ 

The detective’s attention was already on the third object. 

‘Say—!’ 

‘I’m way ahead of you.’ 

‘That’s the mate to the club on the mantel in the front room!’ 

‘Right. That’s made from a left femur, this from a right.’ 

‘That must be what crowned him. Boy, if that’s got finger prints on it—’ 

‘Ought to have. Look—it’s not fully bleached out like the specimens 
ordinarily sold to students. Notice the surface—greasy-looking. It would 
take an excellent print.’ 

‘Did you touch it, Brady?’ 

‘I picked it up by the big end. I didn’t touch the rest of it.’ 

‘Good. Have the other guys shown up yet? All right. Wrap it—here’—he 
took a newspaper from his pocket, surrounded the thigh bone with it, 
stepped to the door and summoned one of the officers who had arrived 
meanwhile. “Take this over to the precinct, tell Mac to get it examined for 
finger prints pronto—anybody he can get hold of—wait for the result and 


bring it back here—wet. And bring back a set—if Tynie’s around, let him 
bring it. Double time—it’s a rush order.’ 

‘What’s the use?’ smiled the doctor. ‘You yourself said the offender’s 
probably in Egypt by now.’ 

‘And you said different. Hey—look!’ 

He had been playing his flashlight over the carpet. Its rays passed 
obliquely under the table, revealing a greyish discolouration of the carpet. 
Closer inspection proved this to be due to a deposit of ash-coloured powder. 
The doctor took a prescription blank and one of his professional cards and 
scraped up some of the powder onto the blank. 

‘Know what it 1s?’ asked Dart. 

No.’ 

‘Save it. We’ll have it examined.’ 

‘Meanwhile?’ 

‘Meanwhile let’s indulge in a few personalities. Let’s see—I’ve got an 
idea.’ 

‘Shouldn’t be at all surprised. What now?’ 

‘This guy Frimbo was smart. He put his people in that spotlight and he 
stayed in the dark. All right—I’m going to do the same thing.’ 

“You might win the same reward.’ 

‘T’ll take precautions against that. Brady!’ 

Brady brought in the two officers who had not yet been assigned to a 
post. They were stationed now, one on either side of the black room toward 
its rear wall. 

‘Now,’ said Dart briskly. ‘Let’s get started. Brady call in that little short 
fat guy. You in the hall there—turn off this extension at that socket and be 
ready to turn it on again when I holler. I intend to sit pat as long as 
possible.’ 

Thereupon he snapped off his flashlight and seated himself in Frimbo’s 
chair behind the table, becoming now merely a deeper shadow in the 
surrounding dimness. The doctor put out his flashlight also and stood beside 
the chair. The bright shaft of light from the device overhead, directed away 
from them, shone full upon the back of the empty visitors’ chair opposite, 
and on beyond toward the passageway traversed by those who entered from 
the reception room. They waited for Bubber Brown to come in. 


Whatever he might have expected, Bubber Brown certainly was unprepared 
for this. With a hesitancy that was not in the least feigned, his figure came 
into view; first his extremely bowed legs, about which flapped the bottom 
of his imitation camels’ hair overcoat, then the middle of his broad person, 
with his hat nervously fingered by both hands, then his chest and neck, 
jointly adorned by a bright green tie, and finally his round black face, blank 
as a door knob, loose-lipped, wide-eyed. Brady was prodding him from 
behind. 

‘Sit down, Mr Brown,’ said a voice out of the dark. 

The unaccustomed ‘Mr’ did not dispel the unreality of the situation for 
Bubber, who had not been so addressed six times in his twenty-six years. 
Nor was he reassured to find that he could not make out the one who had 
spoken, so blinding was the beam of light in his eyes. What he did realize 
was that the voice issued from the place where he had a short while ago 
looked with a wild surmise upon a corpse. For a moment his eyes grew 
whiter; then, with decision, he spun about and started away from the sound 
of that voice. 

He bumped full into Brady. ‘Sit down!’ growled Brady. 

Said Dart, ‘It’s me, Brown—the detective. Take that chair and answer 
what I ask you.’ 

“Yes, suh,’ said Bubber weakly, and turned back and slowly edged into 
the space between the table and the visitors’ chair. Perspiration glistened on 
his too illuminated brow. By the least possible bending of his body he 
managed to achieve the mere rim of the seat, where, with both hands 
gripping the chair arms, he crouched as if poised on some gigantic spring 
which any sudden sound might release to send him soaring into the 
shadows above. 

‘Brady, you’re in the light. Take notes. All right, Mr Brown. What’s your 
full name?’ 

‘Bubber Brown,’ stuttered that young man uncomfortably. 

‘Address?’ 

‘2100 Fifth Avenue.’ 

‘Age?’ 

‘Twenty-six.’ 

‘Occupation?’ 

‘Suh?’ 


‘Occupation?’ 

‘Oh. Detective.’ 

‘De—what!’ 

‘Detective. Yes, suh.’ 

‘Let’s see your shield.’ 

‘My which?’ 

“Your badge.’ 

‘Oh. Well—y’see I ain’t the kind o’ detective what has to have a badge. 
No, suh.’ 

“What kind are you?’ 

‘I’m a family detective.’ 

Somewhat more composed by the questioning, Bubber quickly reached 
into his pocket and produced a business card. Dart took it and snapped his 
light on it, to read: 


BUBBER Brown, INC., Detective 
(formerly with the City of New York) 
2100 Fifth Avenue 
Evidence obtained in affairs of the heart, etc. 
Special attention to cheaters and backbiters. 


Dart considered this a moment, then said: 

‘How long have you been breaking the law like this?’ 

‘Breaking the law? Who, me? What old law, mistuh?’ 

“What about this “Incorporated”? You’re not incorporated.’ 

‘Oh, that? Oh, that’s “ink’—that means black.’ 

‘Don’t play dumb. You know what it means, you know that you’re not 
incorporated, and you know that you’ve never been a detective with the 
City. Now what’s the idea? Who are you?’ 

Bubber had, as a matter of fact, proffered the card thoughtlessly in the 
strain of his discomfiture. Now he chose, wisely, to throw himself on Dart’s 
good graces. 

“Well, y’see times is been awful hard, everybody knows that. And I did 
have a job with the City—I was in the Distinguished Service Company—’ 

‘The what?’ 


‘The D.S.C.—Department of Street Cleaning—but we never called it 
that, no, suh. Coupla weeks ago I lost that job and couldn’t find me nothin’ 
else. Then I said to myself, “They’s only one chance, boy—you got to use 
your head instead 0’ your hands.” Well, I figured out the situation like this: 
The only business what was flourishin’ was monkey-business—’ 

‘What are you talking about?’ 

‘Monkey-business. Cheatin’—backbitin’, and all like that. Don’t matter 
how bad business gets, lovin’ still goes on; and long as lovin’ is goin’ on, 
cheatin’ is goin’ on too. Now folks’ll pay to catch cheaters when they won’t 
pay for other things, see? So I figure I can hire myself out to catch cheaters 
as well as anybody—all I got to do is bust in on ’em and tell the judge what 
I see. See? So I had me them cards printed and I’m r’arin’ to go. But I 
didn’t know ’twas against the law sho’ ’nough.’ 

“Well it is and I may have to arrest you for it.’ 

Bubber’s dismay was great. 

‘Couldn’t you jes’—jes’ tear up the card and let it go at that?’ 

“What was your business here tonight?’ 

‘Me and Jinx come together. We was figurin’ on askin’ the man’s advice 
about this detective business.’ 

“You and who?’ 

‘Jinx Jenkins—you know—the long boy look like a giraffe you seen 
downstairs.’ 

“What time did you get here?’ 

‘’Bout half-past ten I guess.’ 

‘How do you know it was half-past ten?’ 

‘I didn’t say I knowed it, mistuh. I said I guess. But I know it wasn’t no 
later’n that.’ 

‘How do you know?’ 

Thereupon, Bubber told how he knew. 


At eight o’clock sharp, as indicated by his new dollar watch, purchased as a 
necessary tool of his new profession, he had been walking up and down in 
front of the Lafayette Theatre, apparently idling away his time, but actually 
taking this opportunity to hand out his new business cards to numerous 
theatre-goers. It was his first attempt to get a case and he was not surprised 
to find that it promptly bore fruit in that happy-go-lucky, care-free, 


irresponsible atmosphere. A woman to whom he had handed one of his 
announcements returned to him for further information. 

‘I should ’a’ known better,’ he admitted, ‘than to bother with her, because 
she was bad luck jes’ to look at. She was cross-eyed. But I figure a cross- 
eyed dollar’1l buy as much as a straight-eyed one and she talked like she 
meant business. She told me if I would get some good first-class low-down 
on her big boy, I wouldn’t have no trouble collectin’ my ten dollars. I say 
“O.K., sister. Show me two bucks in front and his Cleo from behind, and 
Tl track ’em down like a bloodhound.” She reached down in her stockin’, I 
held out my hand and the deal was on. I took her name an’ address an’ she 
showed me the Cleo and left. That is, I thought she left. 

‘The Cleo was the gal in the ticket-box. Oh, mistuh, what a Sheba! 
Keepin’ my eyes on her was the easiest work I ever did in my life. I asked 
the flunky out front what this honey’s name was and he tole me Jessie 
James. That was all I wanted to know. When I looked at her I felt like givin’ 
the cross-eyed woman back her two bucks. 

‘A little before ten o’clock Miss Jessie James turned the ticket-box over 
to the flunky and disappeared inside. It was too late for me to spend money 
to go in then, and knowin’ I prob’ly couldn’t follow her everywhere she 
was goin’ anyhow, I figured I might as well wait for her outside one door as 
another. So I waited out front, and in three or four minutes out she come. I 
followed her up the Avenue a piece and round a corner to a private house on 
134th Street. After she’d been in a couple o’ minutes I rung the bell. A fat 
lady come to the door and I asked for Miss Jessie James. 

“Oh,” she say. “Is you the gentleman she was expectin’?” I say, “Yes 
ma’am. I’m one of ’em. They’s another one comin’.” She say, “Come right 
in. You can go up—her room is the top floor back. She jes’ got here 
herself.” Boy, what a break. I didn’ know for a minute whether this was 
business or pleasure. 

‘When I got to the head o’ the stairs I walked easy. I snook up to the 
front-room door and found it cracked open ’bout half an inch. Naturally I 
looked in—that was business. But, friend, what I saw was nobody’s 
business. Miss Jessie wasn’t gettin’ ready for no ordinary caller. She look 
like she was gettin’ ready to try on a bathin’ suit and meant to have a 
perfect fit. Nearly had a fit myself tryin’ to get my breath back. Then I had 
to grab a armful o’ hall closet, ’cause she reached for a kimono and started 


for the door. She passed by and I see I’ve got another break. So I seized 
opportunity by the horns and slipped into her room. Over across one corner 
was—’ 

‘Wait a minute,’ interrupted Dart. ‘I didn’t ask for your life history. I only 
asked—’ 

“You ast how I knowed it wasn’t after half-past ten o’clock.’ 

‘Exactly.’ 

‘I’m tellin’ you, mistuh. Listen. Over across one corner was a trunk—a 
wardrobe trunk, standin’ up on end and wide open. I got behind it and 
squatted down. I looked at my watch. It was ten minutes past ten. No 
sooner’n | got the trunk straight ’cross the corner again I heard her laughin’ 
out in the hall and I heard a man laughin’, too. I say to myself, “here ’tis. 
The bathin’-suit salesman done arrived.” 

‘And from behind that trunk, y’see, I couldn’t use nothin’ but my ears— 
couldn’t see a thing. That corner had me pretty crowded. Well, instead 0’ 
goin’ on and talkin’, they suddenly got very quiet, and natchelly I got very 
curious. It was my business to know what was goin’ on. 

‘So instead 0’ scronchin’ down behind the trunk like I’d been doin’, I 
begun to inch up little at a time till I could see over the top. Lord—what did 
I do that for? Don’ know jes’ how it happened, but next thing I do know is 
“Wwham!”—the trunk had left me. There it was flat on the floor, face down, 
like a Hindu sayin’ his prayers, and there was me in the corner, lookin’ 
dumb and sayin’ mine, with the biggest boogy in Harlem ’tween me and the 
door. 

‘Fact is, I forgot I was a detective. Only thing I wanted to detect was the 
quickest way out. Was that guy evil-lookin’? One thing saved me—the man 
didn’t know whether to blame me or her. Before he could make up his 
mind, I shot out o’ that corner past him like a cannon-ball. The gal yelled, 
“Stop thief!” And the guy started after me. But, shuh!—he never had a 
chance—even in them runnin’-pants o’ his. I flowed down the stairs and 
popped out the front door, and who was waitin’ on the sidewalk but the 
cross-eyed lady. She’d done followed me same as I followed the Sheba. 
Musta hid when her man went by on the way in. But when he come by 
chasin’ me on the way out, she jumped in between us and ast him where 
was his pants. 





‘Me, I didn’t stop to hear the answer. I knew it. I made Lenox Avenue in 
nothin’ and no fifths. That wasn’t no more than quarter past ten. I slowed up 
and turned down Lenox Avenue. Hadn’ gone a block before I met Jinx 
Jenkins. I told him ’bout it and ast him what he thought I better do next. 
Well, somebody’d jes’ been tellin’ him *bout what a wonderful guy this 
Frimbo was for folks in need 0’ advice. We agreed to come see him and 
walked on round here. Now, I know it didn’t take me no fifteen minutes to 
get from that gal’s house here. So I must ’a’ been here before half-past ten, 
y’see?’ 


Further questioning elicited that when Jinx and Bubber arrived they had 
made their way, none too eagerly, up the stairs in obedience to a sign in the 
lower hallway and had encountered no one until they reached the reception- 
room in front. Here there had been three men, waiting to see Frimbo. One, 
Bubber had recognized as Spider Webb, a number-runner who worked for 
Harlem’s well-known policy-king, Si Brandon. Another, who had pestered 
Jinx with unwelcome conversation, was a notorious little drug-addict called 
Doty Hicks. The third was a genial stranger who had talked pleasantly to 
everybody, revealing himself to be one Easley Jones, a railroad man. 

After a short wait, Frimbo’s flunky appeared from the hallway and 
ushered the railroad man, who had been the first to arrive, out of the room 
through the wide velvet-curtained passage. While Jones was, presumably, 
with Frimbo, the two ladies had come in—the young one first. Then Doty 
Hicks had gone in to Frimbo, then Spider Webb, and finally Jinx. The usher 
had not himself gone through the wide doorway at any time—he had only 
bowed the visitors through, turned aside, and disappeared down the 
hallway. 

‘This usher—what was he like?’ 

‘Tall, skinny, black, stoop-shouldered, and cock-eyed. Wore a long black 
silk robe like Frimbo’s, but he had a bright yellow sash and a bright yellow 
thing on his head—you know—what d’y’ call ’em? Look like bandages—’ 

*Turban?’ 

‘That’s it. Turban.’ 

“Where is he now?’ 

‘Don’t ask me, mistuh. I ain’t seen him since he showed Jinx in.’ 

‘Hm.’ 


‘Say!’ Bubber had an idea. 

‘What?’ 

‘I bet he done it!’ 

‘Did what?’ 

‘Scrambled the man’s eggs!’ 

“You mean you think the assistant killed Frimbo?’ 

‘Sho?!’ 

‘How do you know Frimbo was killed?’ 

‘Didn’t—didn’t you and the doc say he was when I was downstairs 
lookin’ at you?’ 

‘On the contrary, we said quite definitely that we didn’t know that he was 
killed, and that even if he was, that blow didn’t kill him.’ 

‘But—in the front room jes’ now, didn’t the doc tell that lady—’ 

‘All the doctor said was that it looked like Frimbo had an enemy. Now 
you say Frimbo was killed and you accuse somebody of doing it.’ 

‘All I meant—’ 

“You were in this house when he died, weren’t you? By your own time.’ 

‘I was here when the doc says he died, but—’ 

“Why would you accuse anybody of a crime if you didn’t know that a 
crime had been committed?’ 

‘Listen, mistuh, please. All I meant was, ifthe man was killed, the flunky 
might ’a’ done it and hauled hips. He could be in Egypt by now.’ 

Dart’s identical remark came back to him. He said less sharply: 

“Yes. But on the other hand you might be calling attention to that fact to 
avert suspicion from yourself.’ 

“Who—me?’ Bubber’s eyes went incredibly large. ‘Good Lord, man, I 
didn’t leave that room yonder—that waitin’-room—till Jinx called me in to 
see the man—and he was dead then. ’Deed that’s the truth—I come straight 
up the stairs with Jinx—we went straight in the front room—and I didn’t 
come out till Jinx called me—ask the others—ask them two women.’ 

‘IT will. But they can only testify for your presence in that room. Who 
says you came up the stairs and went straight into that room? How can you 
prove you did that? How do I know you didn’t stop in here by way of that 
side hall-door there, and attack Frimbo as he sat here in this chair?’ 

The utter unexpectedness of his own incrimination, and the detective’s 
startling insistence upon it, almost robbed Bubber of speech, a function 


which he rarely relinquished. For a moment he could only gape. But he 
managed to sputter: ‘Judas Priest, mistuh, can’t you take a man’s word for 
nothin’?’ 

‘I certainly can’t,’ said the detective. 

“Well, then,’ said Bubber, inspired, ‘ask Jinx. He seen me. He come in 
with me.’ 

‘I see. You alibi him and he alibis you. Is that it?’ 

‘Damn!’ exploded Bubber. ‘You is the most suspicious man I ever met!’ 

“You’re not exactly free of suspicion yourself,’ Dart returned dryly. 

‘Listen, mistuh. If you bumped a man off, would you run get a doctor and 
hang around to get pinched? Would you?’ 

‘If I thought that would make me look innocent I might—yes.’ 

‘Then you’re dumber’n I am. If I’d done it, ’'d been long gone by now.’ 

‘Still,’ Dart said, “you have only the word of your friend Jinx to prove 
you went straight into the waiting-room. That’s insufficient testimony. Got a 
handkerchief on you?’ 

‘Sho’.’ Bubber reached into his breast pocket and produced a large and 
flagrant affair apparently designed for appearance rather than for service; a 
veritable flag, crossed in one direction by a bright orange band and in 
another, at right angles to the first, by a virulent green one. ‘My special 
kind,’ he said; ‘always buy these. Man has to have a little colour in his 
clothes, y’see?’ 

“Yes, I see. Got any others?’ 

‘’Nother one like this—but it’s dirty.” He produced the mate, crumpled 
and matted, out of another pocket. 

‘O.K. Put ’em away. See anybody here tonight with a coloured 
handkerchief of any kind?’ 

‘No suh—not that I remember.’ 

‘All right. Now tell me this. Did you notice the decorations on the walls 
in the front room when you first arrived?’ 

‘Couldn’t help noticin’ them things—’nough to scare anybody dizzy.’ 

“What did you see?’ 

“You mean them false-faces and knives and swords and things?’ 

“Yes. Did you notice anything in particular on the mantelpiece?’ 

“Yea. I went over and looked at it soon as I come in. What I remember 
most was a pair o’ clubs. One was on one end o’ the mantelpiece, and the 


other was on the other. Look like they was made out o’ bones.’ 

“You are sure there were two of them?’ 

‘Sho’ they was two. One on—’ 

‘Did you touch them?’ 

‘No suh—couldn’t pay me to touch none o’ them things—might ’a’ been 
conjured.’ 

‘Did you see anyone touch them?’ 

‘No, suh.’ 

“You saw no one remove one of them?’ 

“No, suh.’ 

‘So far as you know they are still there?’ 

“Yes, suh.’ 

“Who was in that room, besides yourself, when you first saw the two 
clubs?’ 

‘Everybody. That was befo’ the flunky’d come in to get the railroad 
man.’ 

‘I see. Now these two women—how soon after you got there did they 
come in?’ 

‘Bout ten minutes or so.’ 

‘Did either of them leave the room while you were there?’ 

‘No, suh.’ 

‘And the first man—Easley Jones, the railroad porter—he had come into 
this room before the women arrived?’ 

“Yes, suh. He was the first one here, I guess.’ 

‘After he went in to Frimbo, did he come back into the waiting-room?’ 

‘No, suh. Reckon he left by this side door here into the hall.’ 

‘Did either of the other two return to the waiting-room?’ 

‘No, suh. Guess they all left the same way. Only one that came back was 
Jinx, when he called me.’ 

‘And at that time, you and the women were the only people left in the 
waiting-room?’ 

“Yes, suh.’ 

‘Very good. Could you identify those three men?’ 

‘Deed I could. I could even find ’em if you said so.’ 

‘Perhaps I will. For the present you go back to the front room. Don’t try 
anything funny—the house is lousy with policemen.’ 


‘Lousy is right,’ muttered Bubber. 

“What’s that?’ 

‘I ain’t opened my mouth, mistuh. But listen, you don’t think I done it 
sho’ ’nough do you?’ 

‘That will depend entirely on whether the women corroborate your 
statement.’ 

“Well, whatever that is, I sho’ hope they do it.’ 


CHAPTER VII 


‘BRADY, ask the lady who arrived first to come in,’ said Dart, adding in a 
low aside to the physician, ‘if her story checks with Brown’s on the point of 
his staying in that room, I think I can use him for something. He couldn’t 
have taken that club out without leaving the room.’ 

‘He tells a straight story,’ agreed Dr Archer. ‘Too scared to lie. But isn’t it 
too soon to let anybody out?’ 

‘I don’t mean to let him go. But I can send him with a couple o’ cops to 
identify the other men who were here and bring them back, without being 
afraid he’ll start anything.’ 

‘Why not go with him and question them where you find ’em?’ 

‘It’s easier to have ’em all in one place if possible—saves everybody’s 
time. Can’t always do it of course. Here comes the lady—your friend.’ 

‘Be nice to her—she’s the real thing. I’ve known her for years.’ 

‘O. K.’ 

Uncertainly, the young woman entered, the beam of light revealing 
clearly her unusually attractive appearance. With undisguised bewilderment 
on her pretty face, but with no sign of fear, she took the visitors’ chair. 

‘Don’t be afraid, Mrs Crouch. I want you to answer, as accurately as you 
can, a few questions which may help determine who killed Frimbo.’ 

‘ll be glad to,’ she said in a low, matter-of-fact tone. 

‘What time did you arrive here tonight?’ 

‘Shortly after ten-thirty.’ 

“You’re sure of the time?’ 

‘I was at the Lenox. The feature picture goes on for the last time at ten- 
thirty. I had seen it already, and when it came on again I left. It is no more 
than four or five minutes’ walk from there here.’ 

‘Good. You came directly to Frimbo’s waiting-room?’ 

‘No. I stopped downstairs to see if my husband was there.’ 





“Your husband? Oh 

“Yes. But he was out.’ 

‘Does he usually go out and leave his place open?’ 

‘Late in the evening, yes. Up until then there is a clerk. Afterwards if he 
is called out he just leaves a sign saying when he will return. He never,’ she 
smiled faintly, “has to fear robbers, you see.’ 

‘But might not calls come in while he is out?’ 

“Yes. But they are handled by a telephone exchange. If he doesn’t answer, 
the exchange takes the call and gives it to him later.’ 

‘I see. How long did stopping downstairs delay you?’ 

‘Only a minute. Then I came right up to the waiting-room.’ 

“Who was there when you got there?’ 

‘Four men.’ 

‘Did you know any of them?’ 

‘No, but P’'d know them if I saw them again.’ 

‘Describe them.’ 

“Well there was a little thin nervous man who looked like he was sick— 
in fact he was sick, because when he got up to follow the assistant he had a 
dizzy spell and fell, and all the men jumped to him and had to help him up.’ 

‘He was the first to go in to Frimbo after you arrived?’ 

“Yes. Then there was a heavy-set, rather flashily-dressed man in grey. He 
went in next. And there were two others who seemed to be together—the 


two who were in there a few minutes ago when you and Dr Archer came 
in.’ 


Mr Crouch, the undertaker, is your husband?’ 


‘A tall fellow and a short one?’ 

“Yes. 

‘About those two—did either of them leave the room while you were 
there?’ 

‘The tall one did, when his turn came to see Frimbo.’ 

‘And the short one?’ 

“Well—when the tall one had been out for about five or six minutes, he 
came back—through the same way that he had gone. It was rather startling 
because nobody else had come back at all except Frimbo’s man, and he 
always appeared in the hall doorway, not the other, and always left by the 
hall doorway also. And, too, this tall fellow looked terribly excited. He 


beckoned to the short one and they went back together through the passage 
—into this room.’ 

‘That was the first and only time the short man left that room while you 
were there?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘And you yourself did not leave the room meanwhile?’ 

‘No. Not until now.’ 

‘Did anyone else come in?’ 

“The other woman, who is 1n there now.’ 

‘Very good. Now, pardon me if I seem personal, but it’s my business not 
to mind my business—to meddle with other people’s. You understand?’ 

‘Perfectly. Don’t apologize—ust ask.’ 

‘Thank you. Did you know anything about this man Frimbo—his habits, 
friends, enemies?’ 

‘No. He had many followers, I know, and a great reputation for being 
able to cast spells and that sort of thing. His only companion, so far as I 
know, was his servant. Otherwise he seemed to lead a very secluded life. I 
imagine he must have been pretty well off financially. He’d been here 
almost two years. He was always our best tenant.’ 

‘Tell me why you came to see Frimbo tonight, please.’ 

‘Certainly. Mr Crouch owns this house, among others, and Frimbo is our 
tenant. My job is collecting rents, and tonight I came to collect Frimbo’s.’ 

‘I see. But do you find it more convenient to see tenants at night?’ 

‘Not so much for me as for them. Most of them are working during the 
day. And Frimbo simply can’t be seen in the daytime—he won’t see anyone 
either professionally or on business until after dark. It’s one of his 
peculiarities, I suppose.’ 

‘So that by coming during his office hours you are sure of finding him 
available?’ 

‘Exactly.’ 

‘All right, Mrs Crouch. That’s all for the present. Will you return to the 
front room? I'd let you go at once, but you may be able to help me further if 
you will.’ 

‘T’ll be glad to.’ 

‘Thank you. Brady, call in Bubber Brown and one of those extra men.’ 

When Bubber reappeared, Dart said: 


“You told me you could locate and identify the three men who preceded 
Jenkins?’ 

“Yes, suh. I sho’ can.’ 

‘How?’ 

‘Well, I been seein’ that little Doty Hicks plenty. He hangs out ’round his 
brother’s night club. ’Cose ev’ybody knows Spider Webb’s a runner and I 
can find him from now till mornin’ at Patmore’s Pool Room. And that other 
one, the railroad man, he and I had quite a conversation before he come in 
to see Frimbo, and I found out where he rooms when he’s in town. Jes’ a 
half a block up the street here, in a private house.’ 

‘Good.’ The detective turned to the officer whom Brady had summoned: 

‘Hello, Hanks. Listen Hanks, you take Mr Brown there around by the 
precinct, pick up another man, and then go with Mr Brown and bring the 
men he identifies here. There’ll be three of ’em. Take my car and make it 


snappy.’ 


Jinx, behind a mask of scowling ill-humour, which was always his readiest 
defence under strain, sat now in the uncomfortably illuminated chair and 
growled his answers into the darkness whence issued Dart’s voice. This 
apparently crusty attitude, which long use had made habitual, served only to 
antagonize his questioner, so that even the simplest of his answers were 
taken as unsatisfactory. Even in the perfectly routine but obviously 
important item of establishing his identity, he made a bad beginning. 

‘Have you anything with you to prove your identity?’ 

‘Nothin’ but my tongue.’ 

“What do you mean?’ 

‘I mean I say I’m who I is. Who’d know better?’ 

‘No one, of course. But it’s possible that you might say who you were 
not.’ 

‘Who I ain’t? Sho’ I can say who I ain’t. I ain’t Marcus Garvey, I ain’t Al 
Capone, I ain’t Cal Coolidge—I ain’t nobody but me—Jinx Jenkins, 
myself.’ 

‘Very well, Mr Jenkins. Where do you live? What sort of work do you 
do?’ 

‘Any sort I can get. Ain’t doin’ nothin’ right now.’ 

‘M-m. What time did you get here tonight?’ 


On this and other similar points, Jinx’s answers, for all their gruffness, 
checked with those of Bubber and Martha Crouch. He had come with 
Bubber a little before ten-thirty. They had gone straight to the waiting-room 
and found three men. The women had come in later. Then the detective 
asked him to describe in detail what had transpired when he left the others 
and went in to see Frimbo. And though Jinx’s vocabulary was wholly 
inadequate, so deeply had that period registered itself upon his mind that he 
omitted not a single essential item. His imperfections of speech became 
negligible and were quite ignored; indeed, the more tutored minds of his 
listeners filled in or substituted automatically, and both the detective and the 
physician, the latter perhaps more completely, were able to observe the 
reconstructed scene as if it were even now being played before their eyes. 


The black servitor with the yellow headdress and the cast in one eye 
ushered Jinx to the broad black curtains, saying in a low voice as he bowed 
him through, ‘Please go in, sit down, say nothing till Frimbo speaks.’ 
Thereupon the curtains fell to behind him and he was in a small dark 
passage, whose purpose was obviously to separate the waiting-room from 
the mystic chamber beyond and thus prevent Frimbo’s voice from reaching 
the circle of waiting callers. Jinx shuffled forward toward the single bright 
light that at once attracted and blinded. He sidled in between the chair and 
table and sat down facing the figure beneath the hanging light. He was 
unable, because of the blinding glare, to descry any characteristic feature of 
the man he had come to see; he could only make out a dark shadow with a 
head that seemed to be enormous, cocked somewhat sidewise as if in a 
steady contemplation of the visitor. 

For a time the shadow made no sound or movement, and Jinx squirmed 
about impatiently in his seat, trying to obey directions and restrain the 
impulse to say something. At one moment the figure seemed to fade away 
altogether and blend with the enveloping blackness beyond. This was the 
very limit of Jinx’s endurance—but at this moment Frimbo spoke. 

‘Please do not shield your eyes. I must study your face.’ 

The voice changed the atmosphere from one of discomfiture to one of 
assurance. It was a deep, rich, calm voice, so matter of fact and real, even in 
that atmosphere, as to dispel doubt and inspire confidence. 


“You see, I must analyse your mind by observing your countenance. Only 
thus can I learn how to help you.’ 

Here was a man that knew something. Didn’t talk like an African native 
certainly. Didn’t talk like any black man Jinx had ever heard. Not a trace of 
Negro accent, not a suggestion of dialect. He spoke like a white-haired 
judge on the bench, easily, smoothly, quietly. 

‘There are those who claim the power to read men’s lives in crystal 
spheres. That is utter nonsense. I claim the power to read men’s lives in 
their faces. That is completely reasonable. Every experience, every thought, 
leaves its mark. Past and present are written there clearly. He who knows 
completely the past and the present can deduce the inevitable future, which 
past and present determine. My crystal sphere, therefore, is your face. By 
reading correctly what is there I know what is scheduled to follow, and so 
can predict and guard you against your future.’ 

“Yes, suh,’ said Jinx. 

‘I notice that you are at present out of work. It is this you wish to consult 
me about.’ 

Jinx’s eyes dilated. ‘Yes, suh, that’s right.’ 

“You have been without a job several weeks.’ 

‘Month come Tuesday.’ 

“Yes. And now you have reached the point where you must seek the 
financial aid of your friends. Being of a proud and independent nature, you 
find this difficult. Yet even the fee which you will pay for the advice I give 
you is borrowed money.’ 

There was no tone of question, no implied request for confirmation. The 
words were a simple statement of fact, presented as a comprehensive 
résumé of a situation, expressed merely as a basis for more important 
deductions to follow. 

‘So far, you see, my friend, I have done nothing at all mysterious. All this 
is the process of reason, based on observation. And now, though you may 
think it a strange power, let me add that there is nothing mysterious either in 
my being able to tell you that your name is Jenkins, that your friends call 
you Jinx, that you are twenty-seven years old, and that you are unmarried. 
All these matters have passed through your mind as you sat there listening 
to me. This is merely an acuteness of mental receptivity which anyone can 


learn; it is usually called telepathy. At this point, Mr Jenkins, others whom 
you might have consulted stop. But at this point—Frimbo begins.’ 

There was a moment’s silence. The voice resumed with added depth and 
solemnity: 

‘For, in addition to the things that can be learned by anyone, Frimbo 
inherits the bequest of a hundred centuries, handed from son to son through 
four hundred unbroken generations of Buwongo kings. It is a profound and 
dangerous secret, my friend, a secret my fathers knew when the kings of the 
Nile still thought human flesh a delicacy.’ 

The voice sank to a lower pitch still, inescapably impressive. 

‘Frimbo can change the future.’ He paused, then continued, ‘In the midst 
of a world of determined, inevitable events, of results rigidly fashioned by 
the past, Frimbo alone is free. Frimbo not only sees. Frimbo and Frimbo 
alone can step in at will and change the course of a life. Listen!’ 

The voice now became intimate, confidential, shading off from low 
vibrant tones into softly sibilant whispers: 

“Your immediate needs will be taken care of but you will not be content. 
It is a strange thing that I see. For though food and shelter in abundance are 
to be your lot sooner than you think, still you will be more unhappy than 
you are now; and you will rejoice only when this physical security has been 
withdrawn. You will be overjoyed to return to the uncertain fortunes over 
which you now despair. I do not see the circumstances, at the moment, that 
will bring on these situations, because they are outside the present content 
of your mind which I am contemplating. But these things even now 
impatiently await you—adequate physical necessaries, but great mental 
distress. 

‘Now then, when you have passed through that paradoxical period, what 
will you do? Let me see. It is but a short way—a few days ahead—but—’ 
Into that until now completely self-assured tone crept a quality of 
puzzlement. It was so unexpected and incongruous a change that Jinx, up to 
this point completely fascinated, was startled like one rudely awakened 
from deep sleep. ‘It is very dark—’ There was a long pause. The same 
voice resumed, ‘What is this, Frimbo?’ Again a pause; then: ‘Strange how 
suddenly it grows dark. Frimbo—’ Bewilderment dilated into dismay. 
‘Frimbo! Frimbo! Why do you not see?’ 


The voice of a man struck suddenly blind could not have been imbued 
with greater horror. So swift and definite was the transition that the alarmed 
Jinx could only grip the arms of his chair and stare hard. And despite the 
glaring beam, he saw a change in the figure beyond the table. That part of 
the shadow that had corresponded to the head seemed now to be but half its 
original size. 

In a sudden frenzy of terror, Jinx jumped up and reached for the hanging 
light. Quickly he swung it around and tilted it so that the luminous shaft fell 
on the seated figure. What he saw was a bare black head, inclined limply 
sidewise, the mouth open, the eyes fixed, staring from under drooping lids. 

He released the light, wheeled, and fled back to summon Bubber. 


All this Jinx rehearsed in detail, making clear by implication or paraphrase 
those ideas whose original wording he was otherwise unable to describe or 
pronounce. The doctor emitted a low whistle of amazement; the detective, 
incredulous, said: 

‘Wait a minute. Let me get this straight. You mean to say that Frimbo 
actually talked to you, as you have related?’ 

‘’Deed he did.’ 

“You’re sure that it was Frimbo talking to you?’ 

‘Jest as sure as I am that you’re talkin’ to me now. He was right where 
you Is.’ 

‘And when he tried to prophesy what would happen to you a few days 
hence, he couldn’t?’ 

‘Look like sump’m come over him all of a sudden—claim he couldn’t 
see. And when he seen he couldn’t see, he got scared-like and hollered out 
jes’ like I said: “Frimbo—why don’t you see?” 

‘Then you say you tried to see him, and it looked as though his head had 
shrunken?’ 

“Yes, suh.’ 

‘Evidently his head-piece had fallen off.’ 

‘His which?’ 

‘Did you hear any sound just before this—like a blow?’ 

‘Nope. Didn’t hear nothin’ but his voice. And it didn’t stop like it would 
if he’d been hit. It jes’ stopped like it would if he’d been tellin’ ’bout 
sump’m he’d been lookin’ at and then couldn’t see no more. Only it scared 


him sump’m terrible not to be able to see it. Maybe he scared himself to 
death.’ 

‘Hm. Yea, maybe he even scared up that wound on his head.’ 

“Well, maybe me and Bubber did that.’ 

‘How?’ 

‘Carryin’ him downstairs. We was in an awful hurry. His head might ’a’ 
hit sump’m on the way down.’ 

‘But,’ said Dart, and Jinx couldn’t know this was baiting, ‘if he was dead, 
that wound wouldn’t have bled, even as little as it did.’ 

‘Maybe,’ Jinx insisted, “it stopped because he died jes’ about that time— 
on the way down.’ 

“You seem very anxious to account for his death, Jenkins.’ 

‘Humph,’ Jinx grunted. ‘You act kind o’ anxious yourself, seems like to 
me.’ 

“Yes. But there is this difference. By your own word, you were present 
and the only person present when Frimbo died. I was half a mile away.’ 

‘So what?’ 

‘So that, while I’m as anxious as you are to account for this man’s death, 
I am anxious for perhaps quite a different reason. For instance, I could not 
possibly be trying to prove my own innocence by insisting he died a natural 
death.’ 

Jinx’s memory was better than Bubber’s. 

‘I ain’t heard nobody say for sho’ he was killed yet,’ said he. 

‘No? Well then, listen. We know that this man was murdered. We know 
that he was killed deliberately by somebody who meant to do a good job— 
and succeeded.’ 

‘And you reckon I done it?’ There was no surprise in Jinx’s voice, for he 
had long had the possibility in mind. 

‘I reckon nothing. I simply try to get the facts. When enough facts are 
gathered, they’ll do all the reckoning necessary. One way of getting the 
facts is from the testimony of people who know the facts. The trouble with 
that is that anybody who knows the facts might have reasons for lying. I 
have to weed out the lies. I’m telling you this to show you that if you are 
innocent, you can best defend yourself by telling the truth, no matter how 
bad it looks.’ 

“What you think I been doin’?’ 


“You’ve been telling a queer story, part of which we know to be 
absolutely impossible—unless—’ The detective entertained a new 
consideration. ‘Listen. What time did you come into this room—as nearly 
as you can judge?’ 

‘Musta been ’bout—’bout five minutes to eleven.’ 

‘How long did Frimbo talk to you?’ 

‘’Bout five or six minutes I guess.’ 

‘That would be eleven o’clock. Then you got Bubber. Dr Archer, what 
time were you called?’ 

‘Three minutes past eleven—according to the clock on my radio.’ 

‘Not a lot of ttme—three minutes—Bubber took three minutes to get you 
and get back. During those three minutes Jenkins was alone with the dead 
man.’ 

‘Not me,’ denied Jinx. ‘I was out there in the hall right at the head o’ the 
stairs where the doc found me—wonderin’ what the hell was keepin’ ’em 
so long.’ This was so convincingly ingenuous that the physician agreed 
with a smile. ‘He was certainly there when I got here.’ 

‘During those few minutes, Jenkins, when you were here alone, did you 
see or hear anything peculiar?’ 

‘No, ’ndeed. The silence liked to drown me.’ 

‘And when you came back in this room with the doctor, was everything 
just as you left it?’ 

‘Far as I could see.’ 

‘M-m. Listen, doc. Did you leave the body at all from the time you first 
saw it until I got here?’ 

‘No. Not even to phone the precinct—I had the two men do it.’ 

‘Funny,’ Dart muttered. ‘Damn funny.’ For a moment he meditated the 
irreconcilable points in Jinx’s story—the immobility of Frimbo’s figure, 
from which nevertheless the turban had fallen, the absence of any sound of 
an attack, yet a sudden change in Frimbo’s speech and manner just before 
he was discovered dead; the remoteness of any opportunity—except for 
Jinx himself—to reach the prostrate victim, cram that handkerchief in place, 
and depart during the three minutes when Jinx claimed to be in the hall, 
without noticeably disturbing the body; and the utter impossibility of any 
man’s talking, dead or alive, when his throat was plugged with that rag 
which the detective’s own eyes had seen removed. Clearly Jenkins was 


either mistaken in some of the statements he made so positively or else he 
was lying. If he was lying he was doing so to protect himself, directly or 
indirectly. In other words, if he was lying, either he knew who committed 
the crime or he had committed it himself. Only further evidence could 
indicate the true and the false in this curious chronicle. 

And so Dart said, rather casually, as if he were asking a favour, ‘Have 
you a handkerchief about you, Mr Jenkins?’ 

*’Tain’t what you’d call strictly clean,’ Jinx obligingly reached into his 
right-hand coat pocket, ‘but—’ He stopped. His left hand went into his left 
coat pocket. Both hands came out and delved into their respective trousers 
pockets. ‘Guess I must ’a’ dropped it,’ he said. ‘I had one.’ 

“You’re sure you had one?’ 

‘M’hm. Had it when I come here.’ 

“When you came into this room?’ 

‘No. When I first went in the front room. I was a little nervous-like. I 
wiped my face with it. I think I put 1t—’ 

‘Is that the last time you recall having it—when you first went into the 
front room?’ 

‘Uh-huh.’ 

‘Can you describe it?’ 

Perhaps this odd insistence on anything so unimportant as a handkerchief 
put Jinx on his guard. At any rate he dodged. 

‘What difference it make?’ 

‘Can you describe it?’ 

No.’ 

‘No? Why can’t you?’ 

‘Nothin’ to describe. Jes’ a plain big white handkerchief with a—’ He 
stopped. 

“With a what?’ 

“With a hem,’ said Jinx. 

*Hm.’ 

“Yea—hem.’ 

‘A white hem?’ 

‘It wasn’ no black one,’ said Jinx, in typical Harlemese. 

The detective fell silent a moment, then said: 


‘All right, Jenkins. That’s all for the present. You go back to the front 
room.’ 

Officer Brady escorted Jinx out, and returned. 

‘Brady, tell Green, who is up front, to take note of everything he 
overhears those people in there say. You come back here.’ 

Obediently, Officer Brady turned away. 

‘Light!’ called Dart, and the bluecoat in the hall pressed the switch that 
turned on the extension light. 


CHAPTER VIII 


“WHAT do you think of Jenkins’ story?’ Dr Archer asked. 

“Well, even before he balked on the handkerchief,’ answered Dart, ‘I 
couldn’t believe him. Then when he balked on describing the blue border, it 
messed up the whole thing.’ 

‘He certainly was convincing about that interview, though. He couldn’t 
have just conjured up that story—it’s too definite.’ 

“Yes. But I’m giving him a little time to cool off. Maybe the details won’t 
be so exact next time.’ 

‘As I figure it, he could be right—at least concerning the time the fatal 
attack occurred. It would be right at the end of the one-half hour period in 
which I first estimated death to have taken place. And in the state of mind 
he was in when Frimbo seemed to be performing miracles of clairvoyance, 
he might easily have failed to hear the attack. Certainly he could have failed 
to see it—he didn’t see me standing here beside you.’ 

“You’re thinking of the crack on the head. You surely don’t suppose 
Jenkins could have failed to see anyone trying to push that handkerchief in 
place?’ 

‘No. But that could have been done in the minute when he ran up front to 
get Bubber. It would have to be fast work, of course.’ 

‘Damn right it would. I really don’t believe in considering the remote 
possibilities first. In this game you’ve got to be practical. Fit conclusions to 
the facts, not facts to conclusions. Personally I don’t feel one way or the 
other about Jenkins—except that he is unnecessarily antagonistic. That 
won’t help him at all. But I’m certainly satisfied, from testimony, that he is 
not the guilty party. His attitude, his impossible story, his balking on the 
blue-bordered handkerchief—’ 

“You think it’s his handkerchief?’ 





‘I think he could have described it—from the way he balked. If he could 
have described it, why didn’t he? Because it belonged either to him or to 
somebody he wanted to cover.’ 

‘He was balking all right.’ 

‘Of course, that wouldn’t make him guilty. But it wouldn’t exactly clear 
him either.’ 

‘Not exactly. On the other hand, the Frimbo part of his story—what 
Frimbo said to him—is stuff that a man like Jenkins couldn’t possibly have 
thought up. It was Frimbo talking—that I’m sure of.’ 

‘Through a neckful of cotton cloth?’ 

‘No. When he was talking to Jenkins, his throat was unobstructed.’ 

“Well—that means that, the way it looks now, there are two possibilities: 
somebody did it either when Jenkins went up front to get Bubber or when 
Bubber went to get you. Let’s get the other woman in. All right, Brady, 
bring in the other lady. Douse the glim, outside there.’ 

Out went the extension light; the original bright horizontal shaft shot 
forth like an accusing finger pointing toward the front room, while the rest 
of the death chamber went black. 


Awkwardly, not unlike an eccentric dancer, the tall thin woman took the 
spotlight, stood glaring a wide-eyed hostile moment, then disposed herself 
in a bristlingly erect attitude on the edge of the visitor’s chair. Every angle 
of her meagre, poorly clad form, every feature of her bony countenance, 
exhibited resentment. 

“What is your name, madam?’ 

“Who’s that?’ The voice was high, harsh, and querulous. 

‘Detective Dart. I’m sitting in a chair opposite you.’ 

‘Is you the one was in yonder a while ago?’ 

“Yes. Now—’ 

“What kind 0’ detective is you?’ 

‘A police detective, madam, of the City of New York. And please let me 
ask the questions, while you confine yourself to the answers.’ 

‘Police detective? ’Tain’t so. They don’t have no black detectives.’ 

‘Your informant was either ignorant or colour-blind, madam.—Now 
would you care to give your answers here or around at the police station?’ 


The woman fell silent. Accepting this as a change of heart, the detective 
repeated: 

‘What is your name?’ 

‘Aramintha Snead.’ 

‘Mrs or Miss?’ 

‘Mrs’ The tone indicated that a detective should be able to tell. 

“Your address?’ 

‘19 West 134th Street.’ 

“You’re an American, of course?’ 

‘I is now. But I originally come from Savannah, Georgia.’ 

‘Occupation?’ 

‘Occupation? You mean what kind 0’ work I do?’ 

“Yes, madam.’ 

‘I don’t do no work at all—not for wages. I’m a church-worker though.’ 

‘A church-worker? You spend a good deal of time in church then?’ 

‘Can’t nobody spend too much time in church. Though I declare I been 
wonderin’ lately if there ain’t some things the devil can ’tend to better’n the 
Lord.’ 

“What brought you here tonight?’ 

‘My two feet.’ 

Dart sighed patiently and pursued: 

‘How does it happen that a devoted church-worker like you, Mrs Snead, 
comes to seek the advice of a man like Frimbo, a master of the powers of 
darkness? I should think you would have sought the help of your pastor 
instead.’ 

‘I did, but it never done no good. Every time I go to the Rev’n the Rev’n 
say, “Daughter take it to the Lord in prayer.” Well, I done like he said. I 
took it and took it. Tonight I got tired takin’ it.’ 

‘Tonight? Why tonight?’ 

“Tonight was prayer-meetin’ night. I ain’ missed a prayer-meetin’ in two 
years. And for two years, week after week—every night for that matter, but 
specially at Friday night prayer-meetin’—I been prayin’ to the Lord to stop 
my husband from drinkin’. Not that I object to the drinkin’ itself, 
y understand. The Lord made water into wine. But when Jake come home 
night after night jes’ drunk enough to take pleasure in beatin’ the breath out 
o’ me—that’s another thing altogether.’ 


‘I quite agree with you,’ encouraged Dart. 

In the contemplation of her troubles, Mrs Snead relinquished some of her 
indignation, or, more exactly, transferred it from the present to the past. 

‘Well, lo and behold, tonight I ain’t no sooner got through prayin’ for him 
at the meetin’ and took myself on home than he greets me at the door with a 
cuff side o’ the head. Jes’ by way of interduction, he say, so next time I’d be 
there when he come in. And why in who-who ain’t his supper ready? So I 
jes’ turn around and walk off. And I thought to myself as I walked, “If one 
medicine don’ help, maybe another will.’ So I made up my mind. 
Everybody know ’bout this man Frimbo—say he can conjure on down. And 
I figger I been takin’ it to the Lord in prayer long enough. Now I’m goin’ 
take it to the devil.’ 

‘So you came here?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘How did you happen to choose Frimbo out of all the conjure-men in 
Harlem?’ 

‘He was the only one I knowed anything about.’ 

“What did you know about him?’ 

‘Knowed what he done for Sister Susan Gassoway’s boy, Lem. She was 
tellin’ me ’bout it jes’ a couple 0’ weeks ago—two weeks ago tonight. We 
was at prayer-meetin’. Old man Hezekiah Mosby was prayin’ and when he 
gets to prayin’ they ain’t no stoppin’ him. So Sister Gassoway and me, we 
was talkin’ and she told me what this man Frimbo’d done for her boy, Lem. 
Lem got in a little trouble—wild boy he is, anyhow—and put the blame on 
somebody else. This other boy swore he’d kill Lem, and Lem believed him. 
So he come to this Frimbo and Frimbo put a charm on him—told him he’d 
come through it all right. Well you ’member that case what was in the 
Amsterdam News ’bout a boy havin’ a knife stuck clean through his head 
and broke off and the hole closed over and he thought he was jes’ cut and 
didn’t know the knife was in there?’ 

“Yes. Went to Harlem Hospital, was X-rayed, and had the knife 
removed.’ 

‘And lived! That was Lem Gassoway. Nothin’ like it ever heard of 
before. Anybody else’d ’a’ been killed on the spot. But not Lem. Lem was 
under Frimbo’s spell. That’s what saved him.’ 

‘And that’s why you chose Frimbo?’ 


‘**Deed so. Wouldn’t you?’ 

‘No doubt. At just what time did you get here, Mrs Snead?’ 

‘Little after half-past ten.’ 

‘Did anyone let you in?’ 

‘No. I did like the sign say—open and walk in.’ 

“You came straight upstairs and into the waiting-room?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘Did you see anybody?’ 

‘Nobody but that other girl and them two fellers that was ’bout to fight 
jes’ now and a couple o’ other men in the room. Oh, yes—the—the butler 
or whatever he was. Evilest-lookin’ somebody y’ever see—liked to scared 
me to death.’ 

‘Did you notice anything of interest while you were waiting your turn?’ 

‘Huh? Oh—yes. When one o’ them other two men got up to go see the 
conjure-man, he couldn’t hold his feet—must ’a’ been drunker’n my Jake. 
*Deed so, ’cause down he fell right in the middle o’ the floor, and I guess 
he’d been there yet if them other men hadn’t helped him up.’ 

“Who helped him?’ 

‘All of ’em.’ 

‘Did you notice the mantelpiece?’ 

‘With all them conjures on it? I didn’t miss.’ 

‘Did you see those two clubs with the silver tips?’ 

“Two? Uh—uh—I don’t remember no two. I ’member one though. But I 
wasn’t payin’ much attention—might ’a’ been a dozen of ’em for all I 
know. There was so many devilish-lookin’ things ’round.’ 

‘Did you see anyone with a blue-bordered white handkerchief—a man’s 
handkerchief?’ 

‘No, suh.’ 

“You are sure you did not see any such handkerchief—in one of the 
men’s pockets, perhaps?’ 

‘What men is got in they pockets ain’t none my business.’ 





There were, at this point, sounds of a new arrival in the hall. The officer at 
the hall door was speaking to a man who had just appeared. This man was 
saying: 


‘My name is Crouch. Yes, I have the funeral parlour downstairs. I’d like 
to see the officer in charge.’ 

‘Ask Mr Crouch in, Brady,’ called Dart. “Mrs Snead, you may return to 
the front room, if you will.’ 

‘To the front room!’ expostulated the woman. ‘How long do you expect 
me to stay in this place?’ 

‘Not very long, I hope. Brady, take the young lady up front. Come right 
in, Mr Crouch. Take that chair, will you please? I’m glad you came by.’ 

‘Whew! It’s dark as midnight in here,’ said the newcomer, vainly trying 
to make out who was present. He went promptly, however, to the 
illuminated chair, and sat down. His manner was pleasantly bewildered, and 
it was clear that he was as anxious to learn what had occurred as were the 
police. He grasped at once the value of the lighting arrangement of which 
Dart had taken advantage and grinned. ‘Judas, what a bright light! Clever 
though. Can’t see a thing. Who are you, if I may ask?’ 

Dart told him. 

‘Glad to know you—though so far you’re just a voice. Understand I’ve 
lost a tenant. Came back expecting to put the finishing touches on a little 
job down stairs, and found the place full of officers. Fellow in the door took 
my breath away—says Frimbo’s been killed. How’d it happen?’ 

Dart’s sharp black eyes were studying the undertaker closely. He 
observed a youngish man of medium build with skin the colour of an 
English walnut, smooth, unblemished, and well cared for. The round face 
was clean shaven, the features blunt but not coarse, the eyes an 
indeterminate brown like most Negroes’. His hair was his most noteworthy 
possession, for it was as black and as straight as an Indian’s and it shone 
with a bright gloss in the light that fell full upon it. His attire was quiet and 
his air was that of a matter-of-fact, yet genial business man on whom it 
would be difficult to play tricks. His manner, more than his inquiry, 
indicated that while there was no need of getting excited over something 
that couldn’t be restored, still 1t was his right, as neighbour and landlord, to 
know just what had come about and how. 

‘Perhaps, Mr Crouch,’ replied Dart, ‘you can answer your own question 
for us.’ 

If the detective anticipated catching any twitch of feature that might have 
betrayed masquerading on the undertaker’s part he was disappointed. 


Crouch’s expression manifested only a curiosity which now became 
meditative. 

‘Well,’ he said reflectively, ‘let me see now. You know that he was killed, 
of course?’ 

‘More than that. We know how he was killed. We know when. We even 
have evidence of the assailant’s identity.’ 

‘Assailant? Oh, he was assaulted then? One of his customers, probably. 
Why, say, if you know that much, you shouldn’t have much trouble. It 
would be narrowed down to whoever was here at the time who wanted to 
kill him. But that’s just your difficulty. Who’d want to kill him?’ 

‘Exactly. That’s where you may be able to help us. You knew Frimbo, of 
course?’ 

‘Only as a landlord knows a tenant.’ Crouch smiled. ‘Even that isn’t quite 
true,’ he amended. ‘Landlords and tenants are usually enemies. Frimbo, on 
the contrary, was the best tenant I’ve ever had. Paid a good rent, always 
paid it on time, and never asked for a thing. A rare bird in that respect. Pll 
hardly get another one like him.’ 

‘How long was he your tenant here?’ 

‘Nearly two years now. Built himself up quite a following here in Harlem 
—at least he always had plenty of people in here at night.’ 

“You’ve had your place of business here how long?’ 

‘Five years this winter.’ 

‘And in spite of the fact that you and he have been neighbours for two 
years, you knew nothing about him personally?’ 

‘Well,’ again Crouch smiled, ‘we weren’t exactly what you’d call 
associated. The proximity was purely—geographical, would you call it? 
You know, of course, that this isn’t my residence.’ 

“Yes.” 

‘To be frank, Frimbo always seemed—and I don’t mean this 
geographically—a little above me. Pretty distant, unapproachable sort of 
chap. Part of his professional pose, I guess. Solemn as an undertaker—I 
honestly envied him his manner. Could have used it myself. Occasionally 
we’d meet and pass the time of day. But otherwise I never knew he was 
here.’ 

“Your relations were purely of a business nature, then?’ 

‘Quite.’ 


‘In that case you really had to see him only once a month—to collect his 
rent.’ 

‘At first, yes. But during the last few months I didn’t even have to do 
that. My wife collects all the rents now.’ 

‘Isn’t that rather a dangerous occupation for a woman? Carrying money 
about?’ 

‘I suppose so. We hadn’t thought about that angle of it. You know how 
women are—if they haven’t anything much to do they get restless and 
dissatisfied. We haven’t any kids and she has a girl to do the housework. 
When she asked me to let her collect the rents it struck me as quite sensible 
—something to occupy her time and give me a little more freedom. I’m on 
call at all hours, you see, so I appreciated a little relief.’ 

‘I see. That 1s probably why she was here tonight.’ 

“Was she? That’s good.’ 

‘Good? Why’?’ 

“Why—I guess it sounds a little hard—but—of course I’m sorry for 
Frimbo and all—but death is such a common experience to me that I 
suppose I take it as a matter of course. What I meant was that at least he 
didn’t die in our debt.’ 

So bald a statement rendered even the illusionless Dart silent a moment, 
while Dr Archer audibly gasped. Then the detective said: 

“Well—evidently you didn’t know Frimbo as well as I had hoped. You 
knew no one who would want him out of the way?’ 

‘No. And whoever it was certainly didn’t do me any favour.’ 

“You were here earlier this evening, weren’t you, Mr Crouch?’ 

“Yes. I left about nine o’clock. From then until a few minutes ago I was at 
the Forty Club around the corner playing cards.’ He smiled. ‘You can easily 
verify that by one of the attendants—or by my friend, Si Brandon, whom I 
plucked quite clean.’ 

‘Tell me—could any one get into this room and out without being seen 
by people in the hall or in the waiting-room?’ 

‘Indeed I don’t know. This is the first time since Frimbo came that I’ve 
been in here.’ 

‘Is that so?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘Even when you collected rents yourself, you never had to come in here?’ 


‘No. I used to wait in the hall there. Frimbo’s man would tell him I was 
here for the rent and he would send it out. I’d hand the receipt over to the 
man and that was all.’ 

‘I see.’ 

‘And there are no concealed passages in this house by which some one 
could get about undetected?’ 

‘Not unless Frimbo put ’em in himself. I never bothered him or nosed 
around to see what he was up to. His lease required him to leave things at 
the end as he found them at the beginning and I let it go at that. But in a 
room like this I should think a lot of undetected movement would be easy 
for anyone who put his mind to it. The darkness and those wall drapes and 
all—’ 

‘Of course. How long did the lease still have to run?’ 

‘Three more years—and at a rate considerably higher than Ill be able to 
get from anyone now in this depression.’ 

‘Was there anything peculiar about your lease agreement—special 
features and such?’ 

‘No. Nothing. Except perhaps the agreement about heating. I paid for the 
coal and he paid for the labour. That is, he had his man keep the fires. 
There’s only one boiler, of course.’ 

‘His man would have to pass through your part of the house quite often 
then to tend the fire, put out ashes, and so on?’ 

“Yes—he did.’ 

“Well, Mr Crouch, I suppose that’s all then for the present. Except that an 
apology is due you for making use of your parlour downstairs without 
permission. Dr Archer here moved the victim down there to examine him 
better—before he knew he was dead.’ 

‘Oh, is that you there, doc? Look like anybody else in the dark, don’t 
you? Don’t mention it—glad to have been able to help out. Perhaps if you’d 
tell me the circumstances, officer, I might run across something of value. 
Unless, of course, you have reasons for not disclosing what is known so 
far.’ 

‘Don’t mind telling you at all,’ decided Dart. ‘The victim was stunned by 
a blow with a hard object—a sort of club—then stifled by a handkerchief 
pushed down his throat.’ 

‘Judas Priest!’ 


“We have the handkerchief. The club is being examined for finger prints. 
It was last seen—prior to Frimbo’s death I mean—shortly after ten-thirty, 
resting in its apparently usual place on the mantelpiece in the front room. 
No one admits seeing it after that time until we found it here on the floor 
beside this chair, in which Frimbo’s body was discovered. Testimony 
indicates that Frimbo was alive and talking as late as five minutes to eleven. 
The club was removed therefore by someone who was in the front room 
after ten-thirty and used by someone who was out of the front room by five 
minutes to eleven. Presumably the person who removed it was the person 
who used it. This person, of course, could have hidden until five minutes to 
eleven in the darkness or behind the drapes of the walls. But certainly he 
was one of the people who passed from that room into this room during that 
twenty-five-minute period.’ 

‘Say—that’s a swell method. Beats a maxim silencer, doesn’t it?’ 

“Well—I don’t know. Leaves more evidence, apparently.’ 

“Yes, but the more the evidence the more the possibility of confusion.’ 

‘True. But if the two clues we are studying—the ownership of the 
handkerchief and the identification of the finger prints—coincide, 
somebody’Il be due for a toasting. On a specially designed toaster.’ 

‘I don’t think you’ ll find any finger prints on your club though.’ 

“Why not?’ 

‘T’ll bet the chap handled the club with the handkerchief.’ 

‘Hm—that’s a good suggestion. But we’ll have to wait for the results of 
the examination of the club to check that.’ 

‘Well,’ Crouch rose, ‘if I can think of anything or find anything that 
might help, I'll be glad to do so. I’m easy to get hold of if you need me 
again.’ 

‘Thank you, Mr Crouch. I won’t detain you.’ Dart called to the bluecoat 
at the hall door: ‘Pass Mr Crouch out. Or did you say you had something to 
do downstairs, Mr Crouch?’ 

“Well, I did, but it can wait till morning. I might be in your way now— 
searching around and all. Tomorrow’ll be time enough—last few touches 
you know. Easier to handle a dead face than a live one—I’ve found that 
out.’ 

‘Interesting,’ commented Dart. ‘I never thought of an undertaker as a 
beautician.’ 


“You'd be surprised. We can make the dark ones bright and the bright 
ones lighter—that seems to be the ambition in this community. We can 
fatten thin ones and reduce fat ones. I venture to say that, by the simplest 
imaginable changes, I could make Doc Archer there quite unrecognizable.’ 

‘The need,’ murmured the doctor, ‘may be present, but I trust the 
occasion does not soon arise.’ 

“Well, good luck, officer. Good-night, doc. See you again sometime when 
things are brighter.’ 

‘Good-night.’ 

‘Good-night, Crouch.’ 


‘Why,’ asked Dr Archer, ‘didn’t you let him know his wife was still here?’ 

‘She was here when the thing happened. I may need her. If I'd told him 
she was still here he’d have wanted to see her and she’d have wanted to 
leave with him.’ 

“You could keep him too, then.’ 

‘Had no reason to keep him. His story checked perfectly with his wife’s 
in spite of my efforts to trick him. And I can easily check his previous 
whereabouts, just as he said—he wouldn’t have been so definite about ’em 
if they couldn’t have been verified.’ 

‘He could pay liars.’ 

‘But he actually wasn’t here. Brown, Jenkins, Mrs Snead, or his wife— 
surely one of them would have mentioned him.’ 

‘That’s so.’ 

‘And Frimbo was a goose that laid golden eggs for him.’ 

‘If it was anybody else besides Martha, I might be suspicious of—’ 

‘Of what?’ 

“What she might have laid for Frimbo.’ 

‘Doctor—spare my blushes!’ Then seriously, ‘But you’re sure that she’s 
an irreproachable character. And I’m just as sure Frimbo was not interested 
in women. That all argues against any outraged husband theory. There’s 
absolutely no basis for it and even if there was, there’s nothing that could 
possibly incriminate Crouch.’ 

“You’re right. But don’t forget to check up.’ The doctor fell to ruminating 
in his wordy and roundabout way. ‘And keep your pupils dilated for more 
evidence. I have an impression—just an impression—that bright plumage 


oft adorns a bird of prey. Curious fellow, Crouch. Bright exterior, genial, 
cheerful even, despite his doleful occupation; but underneath, hard as a 
pawnbroker, with an extraordinarily keen awareness of his own possessions. 
Imagine a man congratulating himself on acquiring an extra month’s rent 
before his tenant came to grief.’ 

“Well, I don’t know. Suppose a patient of yours died during an operation 
for which you had already collected the fee. Would you give back the fee— 
or would you be glad you had got it first?’ 

‘I would desire with all my heart,’ murmured the doctor, “to ret1mburse 
the bereaved relatives. But since that would resemble an admission that my 
operation was at fault and would hence endanger my professional 
reputation, no course would remain except to rush speedily to the bank and 
deposit the amount to my credit.’ 

‘Self-preservation,’ grinned Dart. ‘Well, we can’t blame Crouch for the 
same thing. He spoke bluntly, but maybe the man’s just honest.’ 

‘Maybe everybody is,’ said Dr Archer with a sigh. 


CHAPTER IX 


MEANWHILE Bubber Brown, riding beside Officer Hanks in Detective Dart’s 
touring car was evincing a decided appreciation of his new importance. 
Over his countenance spread a broad grin of satisfaction, and as the 
machine swung up the Avenue, he reared back in his seat and surveyed his 
less favoured fellow men with a superior air. The car swung into 135th 
Street, pulled up at the curb in front of the station-house, and acquired 
presently a new passenger in the person of an enormous black giant named 
Small, who managed to crowd himself into the tonneau. As it drew away, 
Bubber could contain himself no longer. 

‘Hot damn!’ he exclaimed. ‘In power at last!’ As the little five-passenger 
car started off again—‘Y’all s’posed to follow my directions now, ain’t 
you?’ 

“Yep,” said Hanks. ‘Where to now?’ 

‘Henry Patmore’s Pool Room—Fifth Avenue and 131st Street. And do 
me jes’ one kind favour, will you Mr Hanks?’ 

‘What?’ 

‘See that red traffic light yonder?’ 

“Yen. 

‘Run on past it, will you please?’ 

Shortly they reached their objective, got out, and, with Bubber 
expansively leading the way, entered Patmore’s well-known meeting-place. 

Patmore’s boasted two separate entrances, one leading into the poolroom 
proper, the other into the barroom by its side. These two long, low rooms 
communicated within by means of a wide doorway in the middle of the 
intervening wall, and also by means of a small back gaming-room into 
which one might pass from either the speakeasy or the billiard parlour. It 
was into the poolroom that Bubber led the way. He and his uniformed 
escort paused just within the entrance to survey the scene. Two long rows of 


green-topped tables extended the length of the bare wooden floor. Players in 
shirt sleeves moved about, hats on the backs of their heads, cigarettes 
drooping from their lips; leaned far over the felt to make impossible shots, 
whooped at their successes, cursed their failures, thrust cue-points aloft to 
mark off scores, or thumped cue-butts upon the floor to signal an attendant. 

One of these gentlemen, seeing the entrance of Bubber’s familiar rotund 
figure flanked by two officers of the law, called sympathetically: 

‘Tough titty, short-order. What they got you for this time?’ 

‘They ain’t got me,’ responded Mr Brown glowing with his new 
importance. ‘I got them. And you get fly, Pll get you, too. Now what you 
think 0’ that?’ 

‘I think you jes’ a pop-eyed liar,’ said the other, dismissing the matter to 
sight on a new shot. 

Bubber asked the manager, standing nearby, ‘Say, boy, you seen Spider 
Webb?’ 

The one addressed looked at him and looked at the policemen. Then he 
inquired blandly, ‘Who’n hell is Spider Webb?’ 

‘Damn!’ Bubber murmured, pushing back his hat and scratching his 
head. ‘You boogies sho’ get dumb in the presence of the law. Listen, this 
ain’ nothin’ on him—jes’ want to get some dope from him, that’s all. Y’see, 
I’m doin’ a little detective work now’—he produced one of the cards he had 
shown Detective Perry Dart—‘and I want Spider’s slant on a little case.’ 

‘So I got to know him?’ bridled the other. 

“You did know him.’ 

‘Well, I done forgot him, then.’ 

‘Thanks, liar.’ 

“You welcome—stool.’ 

Ordinarily Bubber would have resented the epithet, which was much 
worse than the one he himself had used; but he was now in such lofty spirits 
that the opinion of a mere poolroom manager could not touch him. 

“You all wait here,’ he suggested to the officers. ‘The Spider might try a 
fast one if he feels guilty.’ 

But before this expedition had started, Hanks had caught a sign from 
Detective Dart that Mr Bubber Brown must be brought back as well as 
those whom Mr Brown identified; and so now Hanks offered an 
amendment: 


“We'll leave Small at the door,’ he said, ‘and I’Il come along with you.’ 

So it was agreed, and Bubber with Hanks at his heels made his way to the 
back room of the establishment. As they approached it, Bubber saw the 
door open and Spider Webb start out. Looking up, Webb recognized Bubber 
at a distance, stopped, noted the policeman, stepped back and quickly shut 
the door. Bubber reached the door and flung it open a few seconds later, but 
his rapid survey revealed a total and astonishing absence of Spider Webb. 

‘Where’d that boogy go?’ inquired Bubber blankly. 

‘Who?’ said the house-man, sitting on a stool at the mid-point of one side 
of the table, running the game. 

‘Spider Webb.’ 

The house-man looked about. ‘Any o’ you all seen Spider Webb?’ he 
asked the surrounding atmosphere. The players were so intent on the game 
that they did not even seem to hear. Upon receiving no response, the house- 
man appeared to dismiss the matter and also became absorbed again in the 
fall of cards. Bubber and his policeman were decidedly outside the world of 
their consideration. 

But the newly appointed champion of the law now caught sight of the 
door at the other end of the room leading into the bar which parallelled the 
poolroom. With more speed than consideration for those he swept past, he 
bustled along to the far end of the chamber, opened that door and burst forth 
into the long narrow barroom. Hanks was but a moment behind him, for 
Hanks was as concerned with keeping close to Bubber as Bubber was with 
overtaking Webb. The barroom, however, was as innocent of Spider Webb 
as had been the blackjack chamber, and Bubber was still expressing his 
bewilderment in a vigorous scratching of the back of his head when the 
gentleman pursued appeared. He came through the wide doorway by which 
the barroom communicated directly with the poolroom. He came, in other 
words, out of the poolroom. The mystery of how he managed to appear 
from a place where he certainly had not been—for had not Bubber and 
Hanks just traversed the poolroom?—was submerged in the more important 
fact that he was proceeding now very rapidly toward the street door. 

‘Spider! Hey, Spider!’ called Bubber. 

Mr Webb halted and turned in apparent surprise. Bubber and the 
policeman overtook him. 


‘What’s on your mind?’ inquired the Spider quite calmly and casually, 
quite, indeed, as though he had not been in any hurry whatever and had no 
other interest in the world than the answer to his question. 

‘How did you get in yonder?’ Bubber wanted to know. 

‘How,’ inquired Webb, ‘did you and your boy friend get in here?’ 

Bubber abandoned the lesser mystery to pursue his interest in the original 
one. ‘Listen. Somebody put that thing on Frimbo tonight. We all got to get 
together over there and find out who done it. Everybody what was there.’ 

‘Put what thing on him?’ 

‘Cut him loose, man. Put him on the well-known spot.’ 

‘Frimbo—’ 

‘Hisself.’ 

‘Killed him?’ 

‘If you want to put it that way.’ 

‘Good-night!’ Spider Webb’s astonishment yielded to a sense of his own 
implication. ‘So what?’ he inquired rather harshly. 

‘So you, bein’ among those present, you got to return to the scene of the 
tragedy. That’s all.’ 

“Yea? And who knew I was on the scene of the tragedy?’ 

‘Everybody knew it.’ 

‘Reckon the police knew it, huh? All they had to do was walk in, and 
they knew Id been there, huh? The peculiar perfume I use or somethin’?’ 
There was somber menace in Spider’s tone. 

‘Well,’ admitted Bubber, “you know I been doin’ a little private detective 
work 0’ my own, see? So I’m helpin’ the police out on this case. Naturally, 
knowin’ you was there, I knew you’d want to give all the information you 
could, see? Anything else would look like runnin’ away, y’ understand?’ 

‘I see. You’re the one I got to thank for this little consideration.’ 

‘I’m givin’ you a chance to protect yo’self,’ said Bubber. 

‘Thanks,’ Webb responded darkly. ‘Ill do the same by you sometime. Be 
watchin’ out for it.’ 

‘Let’s go,’ suggested Officer Hanks. 

They went into the poolroom and with Small, returned to the car at the 
curb. 





‘Know how to drive?’ Hanks asked Bubber. 


‘Who me? Sho’. I can drive anything but a bargain.’ 

“Take the wheel—and plenty o’ time.’ 

Bubber obeyed. Shortly the expedition arrived at its next port of call, the 
Hip-Toe Club on Lenox Avenue. Leaving Small and the ominously silent 
Spider Webb in the car, Officer Hanks and Bubber left to seek Doty Hicks. 

‘How you know he’s here?’ Hanks said. 

‘His brother runs the place. Spats Oliver, they call him. Real name’s 
Oliver Hicks. Everybody knows him, and everybody knows Doty. Doty’s 
been up for dope-peddlin’ coupla times—finally the dope got him—now 
it’s all he can do to get enough for himself. This is his hang-out.’ 

‘It would be,’ observed Hanks. They had passed under a dingy canopy 
and into a narrow entrance, had negotiated a precipitate and angular 
staircase, and so with windings and twistings had descended eventually into 
a reclaimed cellar. The ceiling was oppressively low, the walls splotched 
with black silhouetted grotesqueries, and the atmosphere thick with smoke. 
Two rows of little round white-topped tables hugged the two lateral walls, 
leaving between them a long narrow strip of bare wooden floor for dancing 
or entertainment. This strip terminated at a low platform at the far end of 
the room, whereon were mounted a pianist, a drummer, a banjo-player and a 
trumpeter, all properly equipped with their respective instruments and at the 
moment all performing their respective rites without restraint. 

In the narrow strip of interspace, a tall brown girl was doing a song and 
dance to the absorbed delight of the patrons seated nearest her. Her flame 
chiffon dress, normally long and flowing, had been caught up bit by bit in 
her palms, which rested nonchalantly on her hips, until now it was not so 
much a dress as a sash, gathered about her waist. The long shapely smooth 
brown limbs below were bare from trim slippers to sash, and only a bit of 
silken underthing stood between her modesty and surrounding admiration. 

With extraordinary ease and grace, this young lady was proving beyond 
question the error of reserving legs for mere locomotion, and no one who 
believed that the chief function of the hips was to support the torso could 
long have maintained so ridiculous a notion against the argument of her 
eloquent gestures. 

Bubber caught sight of this vision and halted in his tracks. His abetting of 
justice, his stern immediate duty as a deputy of the law, faded. 

‘Boy!’ he said softly. ‘What a pair of eyes!’ 


Sang the girl, with an irrelevance which no one seemed to mind: 


I'll be standin’ on the corner high 
When they drag your body by— 
I’ll be glad when you’re dead, you rascal you. 


‘Where,’ said the unimpressionable Hanks, ‘is this bozo named Doty 
Hicks?’ 

‘If he ain’t here,’ returned Bubber, still captivated by the vision, ‘we’ll 
jes’ have to sit down and wait for him.’ 

‘T’ll stand here. You look.’ 

‘Tm lookin’.’ 

‘For Hicks, if it ain’t askin’ too much.’ 

Reluctantly obedient, Bubber moved slowly along the aisle, scanning the 
patrons at this table and that, acutely aware that his march was bringing him 
momentarily nearer the dancing girl. No one had he yet seen who faintly 
resembled Doty Hicks. The girl’s number ended just as Bubber was on the 
point of passing her. As she terminated her dance with a flourish, she swung 
merrily about and chucked the newcomer under his plump chin. 

“You’re short and broad, but sweet, oh Gawd!’ 

Bubber, who was as much a child of the city as she, was by no means 
embarrassed. He grinned, did a little buck and wing step of his own, ended 
with a slap of his foot, and responded: 

“You’re long and tall and you’ve got it all!’ 

‘O.K., big boy,’ laughed the girl and would have turned away, but he 
stopped her. Offering her one of his detective-cards, he said: 

‘Sis, 1f you ever need a friend, look me up.’ 

She took the card, glanced at it, laughed again. 

‘Here on business, mister?’ 

‘Business, no lie,’ he said ruefully. “Seen my friend Doty Hicks?’ 

‘Oh—that kind 0’ business. Well who’s that over in the corner by the 
orchestra?’ 

He looked, and there indeed was Doty Hicks, a little wizened black 
fellow, bent despondently over the table at which he sat alone, his elbows 
resting on the white porcelain surface, which he contemplated in deep 
meditation, his chin in his hands. 


‘Thanks, sister. I’Il do better when I can see more of you. Right now at 
present, duty calls.’ And lamenting the hardships of working for law and 
order, Bubber approached the disconsolate figure at the corner table. 

Remembering how he had been received by Spider Webb, Bubber 
approached the present responsibility differently: 

‘Hello, Doty,’ he said pleasantly and familiarly. 

Doty Hicks looked up, the protrusiveness of his eyes accentuated by the 
thinness of his face. He stared somewhat like a man coming out of 
anaesthesia. 

‘Don’t know you,’ he said in a voice that was tremulous but none the less 
positive. And he resumed his contemplation of the table top. 

‘Sure you know me. You and me was at Frimbo’s tonight—remember?’ 

‘Couldn’t see Frimbo,’ said Doty. ‘Too dark.’ Whether he referred to the 
darkness of Frimbo’s room or of Frimbo’s complexion was not clear. 
Bubber went on: 

‘Frimbo’s got somethin’ for you.’ 

“Yea—talk. Thass all. Lot 0’ talk.’ 

‘He ain’t expected to live—and he wants to see you befo’ he dies.’ 

For a moment the little man made no sound, his great round eyes staring 
blankly at Bubber Brown. Then, in a hoarse, unsteady whisper he repeated: 

‘Ain’t expected to live?’ 

‘Not long.’ Bubber was pursuing the vague notion that by hiding the 
actuality of the death he would achieve easier cooperation and less enmity. 
‘It took him sort 0’ sudden.’ 

‘Mean—mean Frimbo’s dyin’?’ 

‘Don’t mean maybe.’ 

Doty Hicks, unsteadily, jerkily, more like a mechanism than like a man, 
got to his feet, pushed back his chair, stood teetering a dizzy moment, then 
rubbed the back of his hand across his nose, shook his head, became 
steadier, and fixed Bubber with an unwavering stare, a look in which there 
was a hint of triumph and more than a hint of madness. 

‘It worked!’ he said softly. ‘It worked!’ A grin, vacant, distant, 
unpleasant to see, came over his wasted features. ‘It worked! What you 
know ’bout that?’ said he. 

Bubber did not care for this at all. ‘I don’t know nothin’ ’bout it, but if 
you comin’, come on, let’s go.’ 


‘If ’m comin’? You couldn’t keep me ’way. Where is he?’ 

Bubber had to hold him by the arm on the way out, partly to support him, 
partly to restrain the trembling eagerness with which he sought to reach 
Frimbo ere the latter should die. 


‘Where,’ inquired Bubber of Officer Hanks as they wedged the diminutive 
Doty Hicks into the already well-occupied rear seat and resumed their 
journey, ‘are we go’n’ put Brother Easley Jones—if any?’ 

“We'll have to drop these men off and come back for him.’ 

“Won’t need no car for him—told me he lived right there in the same 
block, a few houses from Frimbo.’ 

“You know everybody, don’t you?’ 

‘Well, I recognized these two in the waitin’-room there tonight. Anybody 
that travels the sidewalks 0’ Harlem much as I do knows them by sight 
anyhow. This Easley Jones I struck up a conversation with on purpose. He 
was a jolly sort of a feller, easy to talk to, y’ see, and when I found out he 
was a railroad man, I knew right off I might have a customer. Railroad men 
is the most back-bitten bozos in the world. They what you might call 
legitimate prey. That’s, of co’se, if they married. Y’ see, they come by it 
natural—they so crooked themselves. Any guy what lays over forty-eight 
hours one time in New York, where his wife is, and forty-eight hours 
another in Chicago, where she ain’t, is gonna curve around a little in 
Chicago jes’ to keep in practice for New York. Y’ see what I mean?’ 

‘Is that what this Easley Jones was doin’?’ 

‘He didn’t say. But he give me the number o’ the house he rooms at in 
New York—Ais wife is in Chicago—and asked me to drop in and advise 
him some time.’ 

‘Some time’ll be tonight.’ 

‘Right.’ 

The two material witnesses were escorted back to Frimbo’s and were left 
on the way upstairs in Officer Small’s care. Hanks and Bubber walked the 
short distance back along the block to the address Easley Jones had given. 
Bubber mounted the stoop and rang the bell of a dwelling much like that in 
which the African mystic had lived and died. 

After a moment the dark hall lighted up, the door opened, and a large, 
yellow woman wearing horn-rimmed spectacles gazed inquisitively upon 





them. 

‘Mr Jones in?’ asked Bubber. 

‘Mr who?’ 

‘Mr Jones. Mr Easley Jones.’ 

The lady glanced at the uniformed officer and said resolutely, ‘Don’ 
nobody stay here by that name. You-all must have the wrong address.’ 

“We don’t want to arrest him, lady. We want him to help us find 
somebody, that’s all. He’s a friend 0’ mine—else how’d I know he lived 
here?’ 

The woman considered this. ‘What’d you say his name was?’ 

‘Jones. Easley Jones. Light brown-skin feller with freckles all over his 
face and kinks all over his head. He’s a railroad man—truns from here to 
Chicago—him and me used to work together. Yes ma’am. Sho’ did.’ 

The horn-rimmed lenses were like the windows of a fortress. ‘Sorry— 
y’all done made a mistake somewhere. No sech person lives in this house. 
Know a Sam Jones,’ she added helpfully, ‘that lives in Jamaica, Long 
Island. He’s a butler—don’ run on no road, but he commutes to New York 
mos’ ev’y night.’ 

‘Too bad, lady, but we can’t take no substitutes. If it ain’t genuwine 
Easley, we can’t use it. Thanks jes’ the same. But if you do run across a 
Easley Jones, tell him Frimbo wants to see him again tonight—right away 
—please.’ 

‘Hmph!’ responded the gracious lady and shut the door abruptly. 

‘That’s funny, ain’t it?’ reflected Bubber as the two turned back toward 
the house of tragedy. 

‘It’s all funny to me,’ confessed Officer Hanks. ‘It’s all jes’ a mess, what 
I mean. Everybody I’ve seen acts guilty.’ 

“You ain’t been lookin’ at me, is you, brother?’ 

“You? You’re mighty anxious to put it on somebody else—I see that.’ 

Bubber sighed at the hopelessness of ever weaning a cop from 
indiscriminate suspicion. 


CHAPTER X 


THE officer who had taken the club to be examined for finger prints returned 
and reported that the examination was under way, that photographic 
reproductions would be sent over as soon as they were ready, and that a 
finger-print man would come with them to take additional data, make 
comparisons, and establish or eliminate such possible identities as Detective 
Dart might be seeking. 

This officer was returned to his post as Doty Hicks and Spider Webb 
were ushered up the stairs by the gigantic Officer Small. Sensing their 
arrival, Dart had the extension light again turned off. 

‘If those are the men we’re waiting for send them up front.’ 

Accordingly, Small came in alone to report. ‘We got two of ’em. Little 
dopey guy and Spider Webb, the number-runner.’ 

“Where are the others—Brown and Jones?’ 

‘Brown’s gone with Hanks to get Jones—right down the street here.’ 

‘Good. You wait outside, Small. Brady, bring Hicks—the little one—in 
first.’ 

Doty Hicks, though of none too steady a gait, was by no means reluctant 
to come in. With his protruding eyes popping and mouth half open, he 
entered the shaft of light and stood peering into the well-nigh impenetrable 
blackness that obscured the seated detective and the doctor standing beside 
him. 

Dart waited. After a long moment of fruitless staring, Doty Hicks 
whispered, ‘Is you dead yet?’ 

‘No,’ said the detective softly. 

‘But you dyin’, ain’t you?’ The little fellow was trembling. ‘They tol’ me 
you was dyin’.’ 

Dart followed the obvious lead, though he could only guess its origin. 

‘So you tried to kill me?’ 


A puzzled look came over Doty Hick’s thin black face. 

“You don’t sound right. Yo’ voice don’t sound—’ 

‘Sit down,’ said Dart. 

Still bewildered, Hicks mechanically obeyed. 

“Why did you try to kill me?’ 

Hicks stared dumbly, groping for something. Suddenly his features 
changed to an aspect of unwilling comprehension, then of furious 
disappointment. He leaned forward in his chair, catching hold of the edge of 
the table. “You ain’t him!’ he cried. ‘You ain’t him! You tryin’ to fool me! 
Where’s he at—I got to see him die. I got to—’ 

‘Why?’ 

‘Else it ain’t no use—I got to see him! Where’s he at?’ 

‘Take it easy, Hicks. Maybe we’ll let you see him. But you’ll have to tell 
us all about it. Now, what’s the idea?’ 

A plaintive almost sobbing tone came into Doty’s high, quavering voice. 

‘Who is you, mister? What you Want to fool me for?’ 

‘I don’t want to fool you, Hicks. I want to help you. You can tell me all 
about it—you can trust me. Tell me the whole thing, and if it’s straight, Pll 
let you see Frimbo.’ 

‘Lemme see him first, will you, mistuh? He may die before I get to him.’ 

‘If he isn’t dead yet he won’t die till you get to him. You’ll have to tell 
your story first, so you better tell it quickly. Why did you come here tonight 
at ten-thirty? Why did you try to kill Frimbo, and why must you see him 
before he dies?’ 

Doty sank back in his chair. ‘All right,’ he said, dully. Then, quickened 
by the realization of the urgency, he leaned forward again. ‘All right—I’ll 
tell you, Ill tell you. Listen.’ He paused. 

‘I’m listening.’ 

Drawing a deep breath, Doty Hicks proceeded: 

‘Frimbo’s a conjure-man. You know that.’ 

“Yes.” 

‘I come here tonight because Frimbo was killin’ my brother.’ He 
hesitated. ‘Killin’ my brother,’ he repeated. Then, ‘You know my brother— 
everybody knows my brother—Spats Oliver Hicks—runs the Hip-Toe Club 
on Lenox Avenue. Good guy, my brother. Always looked out for me. Even 
when I went dopey and got down and out like I is now, he never turned me 


down. Always looked out for me. Good guy. If it’d been me Frimbo was 
killin’, ’twouldn’ matter. I’m jes’ a dope—nobody’d miss me. But he was 
killin’ my brother, see? Y’see, Frimbo’s a conjure-man. He can put spells on 
folks. One kind o’ spell to keep ’em from dyin’ like that boy what got the 
knife stuck in his head. Another kind to set ’em to dyin’—like he was doin’ 
my brother. Slow dyin’—misery all in through here, coughin’ spells, night 
sweats, chills and fever, and wastin’ away. That’s what he was doin’ to 
Spats.’ 

‘But why?’ Dart couldn’t help asking. 

‘*Count o’ my brother’s wife. He’s doin’ it ’count 0’ my brother’s wife. 
Spats married a show-gal, see? And hadn’t been married a month befo’ she 
met up with some guy with more sugar. So she quit my brother for the 
sugar-papa, see? And natchelly, bein’ a regular man and not no good-for- 
nothin’ dope like me, my brother went after her, see? He grabbed this sugar- 
daddy and pulled him inside out, like a glove. And one day he met the gal 
and asked her to come back and she called him somethin’ and he smacked 
her cross-eyed. Well, ’cose, that give her a fever, and she come straight here 
to Frimbo. She could get plenty o’ what it took from the new daddy, and she 
brought it with her. Frimbo told her what to do. She made believe she was 
goin’ back to live with my brother, and he like a fool took her in. She stayed 
jes’ long enough to do what Frimbo’d told her to do, whatever it was. Day 
she left, my brother had a fit—jes’ like a cat in a alley—a fit. And ever 
since, he’s been goin’ from bad to worse. Doctor don’ help, nothin’ don’ 
help. Y’see, it’s Frimbo’s spell.’ 

‘And that’s why you tried to kill him?’ 

“Yea—that’s why.’ 

‘How did you go about it?’ 

Doty Hicks looked around him into the enshrouding darkness. He shook 
his head. ‘Can’t tell you that. Can’t tell nobody how—that’d break the spell. 
All I can tell you is that they’s only one way to kill a conjure-man—you got 
to out-conjure him. You got to put a back-conjure on him, and it’s got to be 
stronger ’n the one he put on the other feller. "Cose you can’t do it alone. 
Got to have help.’ 

‘Help? What kind of help?’ 

‘Somebody has to help you.’ 

‘Who helped you with this?’ 


‘Can’t tell you that neither—that’d break the spell. Can I see him now?’ 

“Why do you have to see him before he dies?’ 

‘That’s part of it. I have to see him and tell him how come he’s dyin’, 
else it don’t do no good. But if I see him and tell him how come he’s dyin’, 
then, soon as he die, my brother gets well. See? Jes’ like that—gets well 
soon as Frimbo die.’ 

‘Did you pay the person to help you?’ 

‘Pay him? Sho’—had to pay him.’ 

‘And do you realize that you are making a confession of deliberate 
murder—for which you may be sentenced to die?’ 

‘Hmph! What I care ’bout that? I been tired livin’ a long time, mistuh. 
But you couldn’t prove nothin’ on me. I did a stretch once and I know. You 
got to have evidence. I got it fixed so they ain’t no evidence—not against 
me.’ 

‘Against somebody else, maybe?’ Doty Hicks did not answer. 

‘Frimbo was a pretty wise bird. He must have known you wanted to 
conjure him—the way he could read people’s minds. What did he say when 
you came in?’ 

‘Didn’t say nothin’ for a while. I asked him to lay off my brother— 
begged him, if he had to conjure somebody, to conjure me—but he jes’ set 
there in the dark like he was thinkin’ it over, and then he begins talkin’. 
Say: “So you want to die in place of your brother? It is impossible. Your 
brother is incurably ill.” Then he kep’ quiet a minute and he say, “You have 
been misinformed, my friend. You are under the impression that I have put 
an evil spell upon your brother. That is superstitious nonsense. I am no 
caster of spells. I am a psychist—a kind of psychologist. I have done 
nothing to your brother. He simply has pulmonary tuberculosis—in the third 
stage. He had had it for at least three months when your sister-in-law came 
to me for advice. I could not possibly be responsible for that, since until 
then I did not know of his existence.” "Course I didn’ believe that, ’cause 
my brother hadn’ been sick a day till after his wife came here, so I kep’ on 
askin’ him to take off the spell, so he finally says that everything’ll be all 
right in a few days and don’ worry. Well, I figure he’s jes’ gettin’ rid 0’ me, 
and I gets up like I’m on my way out and come through that side door there, 
but ’stead 0’ goin’ on downstairs, I slips back in again and—and—’ 

‘Put your counter-spell on him?’ 





‘I ain’ sayin’,’ said Doty Hicks, ‘I’m jes’ tellin’ you enough so I can see 
him. I ain’ sayin’ enough to break the spell.’ 

‘And you refuse to say who helped you?’ 

‘Not till I see Frimbo die; then Ill tell maybe. ’Twon’ make no 
difference, then—the spell’ll be broke. Now lemme see him, like you said.’ 

‘There’s no hurry. You can wait up front a few minutes.’ 

“You said if I tol’? you—’ Doty Hicks was changing from abjection and 
pleading to suspicion and anger. ‘What you want to say so for if you wasn’t 
gon—’ 

‘I said you must tell your story first. You’ve only told part of it. I also 
said that if Frimbo wasn’t dead when you came in, he wouldn’t be when 
you finished. That was true. He was already dead when you came in.’ 

The face of the tremulous little man in the illumined chair was ordinarily 
ugly in a pitiful, dissolute, and rather harmless way. But as the meaning of 
Dart’s statement now slowly sank into his consciousness that usual ugliness 
became an exceptionally evil and murderous ugliness. Doty Hicks leaned 
forward still further where he sat, his white eyes more protruding than ever, 
his breath coming in sharp gasps. And suddenly, as if a high tension current 
shot through him, he lurched to his feet and lunged forward toward Dart’s 
voice. 

‘Gimme sump’m!’ he screamed, his hands groping the table top in the 
dark. ‘Gimme sump’m in my hand! I'll bust yo’ head open—you cheat! Pll 
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By that time Brady had him. 

‘Take him up front,’ instructed Detective Dart. ‘Have somebody keep a 
special eye on him. He’s worth holding on to.’ 

Struggling, cursing, and sobbing, Doty Hicks was dragged from the 
room. 


‘He wanted something with which to “bust your head open,”’ reflected Dr 
Archer. 

‘So I noticed,’ said Detective Dart. 

‘Frimbo’s head was—ever so slightly—“busted” open.’ 

“Yes.” 

‘Memory-suggestion?’ 


‘Or coincidence? Anybody in a rage might want to get his hands on a 
weapon.’ 

‘With which to “bust open” an offending cranium. No doubt. Rather 
over-effective way to “put a spell” on a fellow though.’ 

‘Exactly. Wouldn’t have to put a spell on him if you were going to brain 
him with a club.’ 

‘No. Yet—if you weren’t going to brain him—if you just wanted him to 
keep still while the spell was being put on—’ 

“Yes—but a handkerchief is a pretty substantial thing, also, to use as a 
spell. And it wasn’t put on. It was put in.’ 

‘In other words, whoever helped Doty Hicks, wasn’t taking any chances.’ 

‘Something like that.’ 

‘Turn on the light a minute. I want to look at that—spell.’ 

Dart gave the order. The extension lamp went on, throwing its sharp 
radiance into the darkness and giving an unnatural effect which disclosed 
well enough the men, the two chairs, the table, the black-hung walls, but 
somehow did not in any way relieve the oppressive somberness of the place 
—a light that cut through the shadow without actually dispelling it. 

The physician stooped and, using his forceps, took the blue-bordered 
handkerchief out of his bag. He dropped it on the table, and with the 
instrument poked it about till it lay flat. 

‘What sort of a person,’ he meditated in a low tone, ‘would even think of 
using a device like that?’ 


Whatever Dart might have answered was cut off by the unceremonious and 
rather breathless entrance of Bubber Brown. Hanks, like a faithful guardian, 
was at his heels. 

‘We got two of ’em—see ’em?’ Bubber breathed. ‘Doty Hicks was no 
trouble—too anxious to get here. But that Spider Webb—we had to chase 
that nigger all over Pat’s.’ 

“Yes, thanks. But where’s Easley Jones?’ 

“We went to where he said he lived, couple 0’ doors up the street. But the 
landlady claim she didn’ know him. I think she got leery when she saw my 
boy’s brass buttons here and jes’ shut up on general principles. But we left 
word for him to come by.’ 

‘That’s not so good. Guess we’ll have to put out feelers for him.’ 


‘How come ’tain’ so good?’ 

‘Nobody’s anxious to get mixed up in a murder case.’ 

‘How he know it’s a murder case?’ Bubber said, using the same logic 
Dart had used on him earlier. ‘All I said was Frimbo wanted to see him 
right away. If he don’t know it’s a murder case, he’ll figure Frimbo’s got 
some more advice for him or sump’m and come a-runnin’. If he do know 
it’s a murder case, he’s long gone anyhow, so leavin’ the message can’t do 
no more harm than’s done already.’ 

Dart looked at Bubber with new interest. 

‘That’s good reasoning—as far as it goes,’ he remarked. ‘But the woman 
—the landlady—may have been telling the truth. Maybe Easley Jones 
doesn’t live there.’ 

“Well then,’ Bubber concluded promptly, ‘if he lied ’bout his address in 
the first place, he was up to sump’m crooked all along. He didn’t have to 
invite me to come advise him ’bout his trouble, jes’ *cause he saw my card. 
I can see why his landlady would lie—to protect him—but there wasn’t no 
reason for him to lie to me.’ 

‘Then what is your opinion, Brown?’ 

‘My ’pinion’s like this: I believe he gimme the right address. She’ll tell 
him—if he’s still there to tell. If he had anything to do with this he’ll stay 
’way. If he didn’t have nothin’ to do with it, and don’t know it’s happened, 
curiosity to see what else Frimbo wants will bring him back.’ 

‘In other words, if Easley Jones does come back, he isn’t the man we’re 
after. Is that it?’ 

“Yes, suh. That’s it. And if he don’t come back, whether it’s ’cause he 
lied ’bout the address or ’cause he got the message and is scared to come— 
y’all better find him. He knows sump’m. Any man that runs away, well, all 
I say is, is been up to sump’m.’ 

‘The attendant seems to have run away,’ Dart reminded him. 

‘It’s between the two of ’em then—less’n they show up.’ 

‘What about Doty Hicks? He’s confessed.’ 

‘No!’ 

‘Sure—while you were out.’ 

‘He did? Well, I don’t pay that no mind. That nigger’s crazy. Smokes too 
many reefers.’ 


‘There may be a good deal in what you say, Brown. Anyhow, thanks for 
your help. Just go up front and keep your eyes and ears open, will you?’ 

‘Sho’ will,’ Bubber promised, proud of his commendation. But as he was 
on the point of turning away, his eye fell on the table where the blue- 
bordered handkerchief lay. 

‘Jinx been in here, ain’t he?’ said he. 

‘Jenkins? Yes, why?’ 

‘I see he left his handkerchief. Want me to give it to him?’ 

Dart and the physician exchanged glances. 

‘Is that his?’ the detective asked, feigning mild surprise. 

‘Sho’ ’tis. I was kiddin’ him ’bout it tonight. Great big old ugly boogy 
like Jinx havin’ a handkerchief with a baby blue border on it. Can y’ 
imagine? A baby blue border!’ 

‘But,’ Dart said softly, ‘I asked you before if you’d seen anybody here 
with a coloured handkerchief, and you said no.’ 

“Yea—but I thought you meant really coloured—tlike mine. That’s white, 
all ’cep’n’ the hem. And anyhow, when you ast me if I’d seen any o’ these 
people here with a coloured handkerchief, I wasn’t thinkin’ *bout Jinx. He 
ain’t people. He never even crossed my mind. I was thinkin’ ’bout them 
three men.’ 

‘Brady, ask Jenkins to come in again.’ 

When Jinx returned, the unsuspecting Bubber, whose importance had by 
now grown large in his own eyes, did not wait for Dart to act. He picked up 
the handkerchief and thrust it toward Jinx saying: 

‘Here, boy, take your belongin’s with you—don’t leave ’em layin’ ’round 
all over the place. You ain’t home.’ 

The tall, freckled, scowling Jinx was caught off guard. He looked 
doubtfully from the handkerchief to Bubber and from Bubber to the 
detective. 

The detective was smiling quite guilelessly at him. ‘Take it if it’s yours, 
Jenkins. We found it.’ Not even in his tone was there the slightest 
implication of any earlier mention of a handkerchief. 

‘Ole baby blue,’ mocked Bubber. ‘Take it boy, take it. You know it’s 
yours—though it’s no wonder you ’shamed to own it. Baby blue!’ 

But the redoubtable Jinx had by now grown normally wary. 





*’Tain’ none o’ mine,’ he growled. “Never seen it before. This here’s the 
boy that goes in for colours.’ 

*Well,’ grinned Bubber, unaware that he was driving nails in his friend’s 
coffin, ‘it may not be yours, but you sho’ was wipin’ yo’ face with it when 
you come in here tonight.’ 

Dart was still smiling. ‘Never mind,’ he remarked casually, ‘if it isn’t 
Jenkins’ he doesn’t have to take it. That’s all for the present. Just step up 
front again, will you please?’ 

A moment later, the doctor was saying, ‘Looks bad for Jenkins. If he’d 
accepted it right off, it would’ve been better for him.’ 

‘Right.’ 

‘But refusing to acknowledge it when it’s now so clearly his—that’s like 
being caught with the goods and saying “I didn’t take it.””’ 

‘Jenkins is lying to cover up. That’s a cinch.’ 

‘He may, of course—in ignorance—be just denying everything on 
general principles, without knowing specifically why himself.’ 

‘Yea,’ said Dart ironically. ‘He may. Brady, did you get that last down 
exactly?’ 

‘Sho’ did,’ said Brady. 

‘It wouldn’t take much more,’ mused Dart, ‘to justify arresting our lanky 
friend, Jenkins.’ 

‘He hasn’t admitted ownership of it.’ 

‘No. But knowing it’s his, we can probably—er—persuade him to admit 
it, if necessary.’ 

‘But you’ve already got to hold that Hicks—on his own confession.’ 

‘His confession—if that’s what it was—mentioned a sort of accomplice, 
as I remember it.’ 

‘So it did,’ reflected Dr Archer. 

‘Jenkins might be that accomplice.’ 

“Well—there’s one strong argument against that.’ 

‘Name it.’ 

‘Jenkins’ character. He just isn’t the cooperating kind.’ 

Detective Dart grinned. 

‘Doc, did you ever hear,’ he said, ‘of the so-called filthy lucre?’ 

Dr Archer’s serious face relaxed a little. 

‘I even saw some once,’ he murmured reminiscently. 


CHAPTER XI 


FROM the hall came the sound of an unsubdued and frankly astonished 
masculine voice, high-pitched in tone, firm, smooth in timbre, decidedly 
southern in accent, exclaiming: 

‘Great day in the mornin’! What all you polices doin’ in this place? 
Policeman outside d’ front door, policeman in d’ hall, policeman on d@’ 
stairs, and hyer’s another one. *Deed I mus’ be in d’ wrong house! Is this 
Frimbo the conjure-man’s house, or is it the jail?’ 

‘Who you want to see?’ 

‘There *tis again. Policeman downstairs tole me come up hyer. Now you 
ask me same thing he did. Frimbo jes’ sent for me, and I come to find out 
what he want.’ 

“Wait a minute.’ 

The officer thus addressed came in to Dart. 

‘Let him in,’ Dart said. But the order was unnecessary for the newcomer 
was already in. 

‘Bless mah soul!’ he ejaculated. ‘I never see so many polices in all my 
life. Look like a lost parade.’ He came up to the physician and the detective. 
“Which a one 0’ y’all is Mr Frimbo?’ he inquired. ‘When I was hyer befo’ it 
was so dark I couldn’ see, though ’cose I heard every word what was said. 
Fact, if one o’ y’all is him, jes’ speak and I'll know it. Never fergit that 
voice as long as I got holes in my ears.’ 

“You’re Easley Jones?’ 

‘At yo’ service, brother.’ 

‘Mr Frimbo is gone, Jones. Gone on a long journey.’ 

‘Is that a fact? Well, I’m a travelin’ man myself. I run on the road—y’ 
know—New York to Chicago. But say—how could he send me word to 
come back here if he’s done gone away?’ 

“You received the message?’ 


‘Sho’ I did. Ha! That landlady 0’ mine’s all right. Y’ know, she figured I 
been up to sump’m, so she made out like she didn’ know me when that cop 
come by jes’ now. But I knowed I ain’ done nothin’ wrong, and I figured 
best thing to do was breeze on back and see what’s up. Where’s he gone, 
mistuh?’ 

‘Frimbo’s dead. He was killed while you were here tonight.’ 

For the first time, the appearance of Easley Jones became definite, as if 
this statement had suddenly turned a floodlight full upon him. He was of 
medium height, dressed in dark clothing, and he carried a soft grey felt hat 
in his hand. The hat dropped to the floor, the man stood motionless, his 
brown eyes went widely incredulous and his light brown face, which was 
spattered with black freckles, grew pale so that the freckles stood out even 
blacker still. Loose-mouthed, he gazed upon the detective a long moment. 
Then he drew a deep breath, slowly bent his kinky head and recovered his 
hat, stood erect again, and sighed: 

“Well I be dog-goned!’ 

‘I’m a police officer. It was I who sent for you, not Frimbo. It speaks in 
your favour that you have come. If you will be kind enough to sit down 
there in that chair, I’d like to ask you a few questions.’ 

‘Ask me questions? ’Deed, brother, I don’ know what good askin’ me 
anythin’s go’n’ do you. Look like to me I ought to be askin’ you the 
questions. How long he been daid?’ 

‘Sit down, please.’ 

There was no evading the quiet voice, the steadfast bright black eyes of 
the little detective. Easley Jones sat down. At a word from Dart, the 
extension light went out. Thereupon, Easley Jones promptly got up. He 
made no effort to conceal the fact that the absence of surrounding 
illumination rendered the situation decidedly uncomfortable for him. 

“Why—this is jes’ like it was befo’—befo’. Listen, brother, if you 
*specks to get a straight tale out 0’ me, you better gimme plenty o’ light. 
Dark as ’tis in hyer now, I can’t make out what I’m sayin’.’ 

‘Nothing’s going to hurt you. Just sit down and answer truthfully what I 
ask you.’ 

‘Aw right, mistuh. But tellin’ a man somebody been killed, and then 
turnin’ out all the lights and talkin’ right from wha’ he was—dat ain’t no 
way to get the truth. I ain’ ’sponsible for nothin’ I say, I tell you that much, 


now. And jes’ lemme hear one funny little noise and you'll find yo’self 
starin’ at a empty chair.’ 

“You won’t get far, my friend.’ 

“Who? I tol’ you I was a travelin’ man. If anything funny happen, I’m 
go’n’ prove it.’ 

“You run on the railroad?’ 

“Yas, suh. Dat is, I rides on it.’ 

‘Company?’ 

‘Never has no company. No suh. Always go alone.’ 

‘What railroad company?’ 

‘Oh. Pullman—natchelly.’ 

‘Porter, of course?’ 

‘Now what else do the Pullman Company put niggers on trains for?’ 

‘How long’ve you been with them?’ 

‘Ten years and five months yestiddy. Yestiddy was the first 0’ February, 
wasn’t it?’ 

“What run?’ 

‘You mean now?’ 

“yes. 

‘New York to Chicago over the Central.’ 

‘Twentieth Century?’ 

“Yas indeedy—bes’ train in the East.’ 

“What’s its schedule?’ 

‘Two forty-five out 0’ New York, nine forty-five nex’ morning in 
Chicago.’ 

‘Same hours on the return trip?’ 

“Yas, suh. ’Cep’n’ weekends. I lay over Saturday night and all day 
Sunday—one week in Chicago, nex’ week in New York. Tonight’s my 
Saturday in New York, y’see?’ 

‘That’s how you happened to choose tonight to see Frimbo?’ 

‘Uh-huh. Yea.’ 

“What time did you get here tonight?’ 

“Ten-twenty on the minute.’ 

‘How can you say that so positively?’ 

“Well, I tole you I’m a railroad man. I does ev’ ything by the clock. When 
I arrive someplace I jes’ natchelly look at my watch—fo’ce o’ habit, y’see.’ 


“You went straight into the waiting-room?’ 

“Yea—they was a flunky standin’ in the hall; he showed me in.’ 

‘Describe him.’ 

‘Tall, black, and cock-eyed.’ 

“Which eye had the cast in it?’ 

‘Right eye—no—lemme see—left—tell you the truth I don’ know. I 
never could tell, when it come to folks like that, which eye is lookin’ at me 
and which ain’t. But it was one of ’em—I knows that.’ 

‘Who was present when you arrived?’ 

‘Nobody. I was first.’ 

“What did you do?’ 

‘I sat down and waited. Nothin’ else for me to, was they?’ 

“What happened?’ 

‘Nothin’. Too much nothin’. I sat there waitin’ a while, ’bout eight or ten 
minutes I guess, and then a little feller come in that looked—well, he 
looked kind o’ dopey to me. Nex’, right behind him, come a sporty lookin’ 
gent in grey—kind 0’ heavy-set he was, and tight-lookin’, like he don’ want 
no foolishness. Then two other men come in together, a long thin one and a 
short thick one. We all set around a minute or so, and then this short one 
begin to walk around and look at them decorations and charms in yonder, 
and the tall one with him. He started talkin’ to the tall one bout them little 
freakish-lookin’ figures on the wall, and them knives and spears. He say, 
“Boy, you know what them is?” His boy say, “No, what?” He say, “Them’s 
the folks this Frimbo’s done chopped loose, and these implements hyer is 
what he chopped ’em loose with.” So the other say, “What of it?” And the 
little one say, “Know how come he kilt ’em?” “No,” the long boy says. So 
the little one say, “Cause they was so ugly. That make it look bad for you, 
son.” Long boy say, “Why?” Shorty say, “’Cause they was all better lookin’ 
than you is!” I figgered he might know sump’m ’bout them things sho’ 
*nough, so I went over where he was and struck up a conversation with him. 
Turned out he was a sort 0’ home detective, and I figgered he might be of 
some use to me, so I invited him to come by and see me some time when I 
was in town. Said he would. Say—I guess that’s how y’all knowed where to 
find me at, huh? He must ’a’ tol’ you.’ 

‘What particular decorations or charms did you and he discuss?’ 


‘None of ’em. Started—but right off he handed me his card and we got to 
talkin’ ’bout other matters and fust thing I know, there was the flunky ready 
to show me in to Frimbo. So I went back to my chair, picked up my hat, and 
follered the flunky. Thought I might see this li] detective ag’in, but ’stead 
0’ goin’ out the way I come in, Frimbo tole me to go out by this side hall- 
door hyer.’ 

‘Did you see two clubs on opposite ends of the mantelpiece?’ 

‘Clubs? Uh-uh. Not far as I *member now. Them funny-faces and things 
on the wall—I ’member them. Wait a minute—you mean two bones?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘B’ lieve I did. One ’cross one end of the mantelpiece, and one ’cross the 
other. Yea—sho’ I did.’ 

“What did you wish to see Frimbo about, Mr Jones?’ 

‘Now right there, brother, is where you gettin’ personal. But I reckon I 
kin tell you—though I don’ want to see it in no papers.’ 

‘There are no reporters here.’ 

‘Well, then, y’see it’s like this. I got a wife in Chicago. I figger she gets 
kind 0’ lonesome seein’ me only every other weekend—that is, for any 
length o’ time. Three four hours in the middle o’ the day is jes’ enough to 
say howdy and goo’by. So with all them evenin’s full 0’ nothin’ ’special to 
do, I got kind 0’ worried—-y’ understand? And one o’ the New York boys 
on the train was tellin’ me this Frimbo could tell the low-down on doings 
like that, so I figgered I’d come up and see him. So up I come.’ 

‘Did he give you the information you were looking for?’ 

‘’Deed he did, brother. He set my mind at rest.’ 

‘Just what was said when you came in to see him?’ 

“Well, I say I was hyer to ask *bout my wife—was she true to me or f’ru 
with me. But he didn’ say nothin’ till he got good and ready, and then he 
didn’ say much. Tole me I didn’ have nothin’ to worry ’>bout—that he seen I 
had murder in my heart for somebody, but there wasn’ no other mule in my 
stall sho’ ’nough and to go on forgit it. "Course them wasn’ his ’zack words, 
but dass what he meant. So I went on—’cep’n’ as I was ’bout to go down 
the stairs, the flunky ’peared in the hall there and collected my two bucks. 
Then I lef’.’ 

Detective Dart turned his flashlight on the table where the blue-bordered 
handkerchief still lay. 


‘Ever see that before?’ 

The railroad porter leaned forward to inspect the object. “Seen one jes’ 
like it,’ he admitted. 

“When and where?’ 

‘Tonight. In the front room yonder. That tall feller was wipin’ his face 
with it when he fust come in. Couldn’t miss it. "Cose I can’t say it’s the self- 
same one—’ 

‘That’s all for the present, Jones. Thank you. Wait up front a few 
minutes, please.’ 

“Yas, suh. And if they’s anything I kin do, jes’ lemme know. Who you 
reckon done it, chief?’ 

“When do you count up your tips, Jones?’ 

‘Suh?’ 

‘In the middle of the trip—or at the end?’ 

‘Oh.’ Jones grinned widely, his round freckled face brightening. ‘I see 
what you mean. Yas, suh. I count ’em after the train’s pulled in.’ 

‘Right. This train isn’t in yet. But we know where it’s headed and we 
know who’s on board.’ 

‘O.K., brother engineer. But bring her in on time, please suh. I got me a 
little serious wringin’ and twistin’ to do later on tonight.’ 


‘I’m getting interested in the servant with the evil eye,’ murmured Dr 
Archer. “Terribly careless of him to disappear like this.’ 

“We'll find him, if it boils down that far.’ 

‘Are you by any manner of chance beginning to draw conclusions?’ 

‘Not by chance, no. Getting tired?’ 

‘The neurons of my pallium are confused but extraordinarily active. The 
soles of my feet, however, being, so to speak, at the other extreme as to both 
structure and function—’ 

‘Brady, bring in Spider Webb and bring along a chair for Dr Archer.’ 

‘Thoughtful of you,’ said Dr Archer. 

‘Excuse me, doc. I forgot you were standing all this time.’ 

‘I only remember it in the intervals myself. And this is possibly the last. 
However, better tardy than when parallel lines meet—what’s this?’ 

‘Wait a minute, Brady. Lights, Joe,’ the detective called. ‘Who’s there 
now? Oh, hello there, Tynes. This is our local finger-print hound, doc. 


What’d you find, Tynie?’ 

‘They had some trouble,’ the Spaniard-like newcomer in civilian dress 
said, ‘gettin’ a man up from downtown, and long as I was hangin’ around 

‘Glad you were. Maybe we’ll make a killing for our own office. Be nice 
to carry this through by ourselves. So what’ve you got?’ 

‘I’ve got one isolated print. Smudgy, but definite. Didn’t even have to 
bring it out—just photographed it like it was.’ 

He reached into a small black Boston bag he was carrying. ‘Got the other 
stuff here, too.’ He brought forth a flat rectangular slab with a smooth metal 
surface a foot long and three inches wide, and placed it on the table, then a 
small roller with a handle, which he laid beside the slab. Next he withdrew 
a bundle wrapped in a silk cloth and handed it to Dart. ‘There’s your bone 
or club or whatever it is. Next time wrap it in something soft like a silk 
handkerchief.’ 

‘Had a handkerchief all right,’ Dart said, ‘but it wasn’t silk.’ 

‘Anything beats a newspaper—damn near scratched the thing useless.’ 

‘Don’t hold us up for an argument, Tynie. Bring on your print.’ 

‘Well, there’s probably lots of old finger marks on that bone—it’s gooey 
as hell. But this one is new. It’s a little spread, but there’d be no mistaking 
it.’ 

He withdrew now a metal cigarette-case. ‘Best thing in the world to carry 
a moist print in—see?’ He opened it, revealing, beneath either transverse 
guard, a single photograph of a thumb print. ‘The slight bulge 
accommodates the curl of the wet paper and the guards hold it in place 
without touching anything but the edges.’ 

‘Smart boy,’ said Dart. 

‘Smarter than that,’ said the physician, ‘if you can read those smudges.’ 

‘Now listen, young expert,’ said Dart, ‘hold that here a minute. After I 
see this next bird, I want you to print everybody here and see if you find a 
print identical with that one. If you do, there’s a few free nights in jail for 
somebody.’ 

‘O.K., Perry.’ 

‘I hope so anyway—it’ll save sending out an alarm for the tall dark 
gentleman with the cock-eye.’ 

‘External strabismus is the term,’ said the doctor gravely. 


‘The hell it is,’ said Dart. ‘Douse that light. All right Brady, let’s have the 
Spider.’ 


CHAPTER XII 


SPIDER WEBB, an alert mouse-faced gentleman, perhaps thirty-five years 
old, was of dusky yellow complexion, rather sharp yet negroid features, and 
self-assured bearing. He was decidedly annoyed at the circumstances which 
had thus involved him, and his deep-set green-grey eyes glowed with a 
malicious impatience as he sat facing the well-nigh invisible detective. 

His curt answers to Dart’s incisive questioning revealed nothing to 
contradict the essential points already established. But the eliciting of his 
reasons for coming tonight to see Frimbo opened an entirely new realm of 
possibility. 

At first he surlily refused to discuss the interview between himself and 
the African. It had been strictly personal he said. 

‘No more personal,’ the detective suggested, ‘than being held for murder 
on suspicion, was it?’ 

Spider was silent. 

‘Or being arrested for number-running? You know we can get you there 
on several counts, don’t you?’ 

‘Can’t help that. Whatever you know, you also know I can’t talk. That’s 
suicide.’ 

‘So’s silence. Telling the truth, Spider, will get you out of this—if you’re 
not guilty—out of this and several other counts I could hold you on. You’ve 
enjoyed a lot of freedom, but this is a matter of life and death. A man has 
been killed. You’re suspected. You can’t keep quiet but so long. You know 
that?’ 

Webb said nothing. 

‘Now if it really was a personal matter you came here on tonight, telling 
me about it won’t affect your—er—professional standing. If it wasn’t, it 
had something to do with your number game. I know about that already— 


you won’t be telling me anything new. The only thing talking now will do is 
clear you if you’re innocent. Silence is equal to a confession.’ 

Spider’s receding chin quivered a bit; he started to speak, but didn’t. 

“You can get plenty, you know, for withholding evidence, too.’ 

‘I’d rather go to jail,’ Spider growled, ‘than take lead.’ 

‘Oh. So you’re afraid of getting shot? Then you do know something. 
You’d better spill it, Spider, now that you’ve gone that far. Who sent you 
here to get Frimbo?’ 

A little of Webb’s assurance dropped away. 

‘Nobody. On the level. Nobody.’ 

‘The man behind you is Brandon. Did he send you?’ 

‘I said nobody.’ 

‘Let’s see now. Brandon has only one real competitor as a policy-king 
here in Harlem. That’s Spencer. Spider, your silence means one of two 
things. Either Brandon or Spencer had it in for Frimbo. If it was Spencer, 
you won’t talk because you did it. If it was Brandon, you’re afraid to squeal 
because he might find out.’ 

In the bright illumination of the horizontal beam of light, Spider’s face 
twitched and changed just enough to convince Dart that he was on the right 
track. He took a long chance: 

‘Spencer has been hit hard several times in the past month, hasn’t he?’ 

‘How—how’d you know?’ came from the startled Spider. 

“We watch such things, Spider. It helps us solve lots of crimes. Your 
chief, Brandon, however, has shown no signs of loss. He’s going strong.’ 

Again Spider Webb’s expression betrayed a touch for the detective. 

‘Of course, if you let me do all the talking, Spider, I won’t be able to give 
you any of the credit. I'll have to put you in jail just the same—on all the 
outstanding counts. Understand, the only reason you’re not in jail now is 
that you might be of value in just such a case as this.’ 

Uneasily, Spider stirred in his chair. 

“You tried to escape coming here tonight, too, didn’t you, Spider? In Pat’s 
—when you saw a policeman with a man you had seen here earlier tonight. 
You tried to duck. I guess you’re our man all right. Brady, put the bracelets 
on—’ 





“Wait a minute,’ said Spider. ‘Is this going to be on the level—no leaks?’ 
‘Give you my word. Wait, Brady. Go ahead, Spider.’ 


‘O.K.’ 

‘Good. You’re only protecting yourself,’ said Dart. 

‘This Frimbo was a smart guy—much too smart,’ Spider Webb began. 

*Yes?: 

“Yea. He had a system of playing the game that couldn’t lose. I don’t 
know how he did it—whether he worked out somethin’ mathematical or 
was just a good guesser or what. But he could hit regular once a week 
without fail. And he played ten dollars a day, and I collected it.’ 

‘Go on.’ 

‘When he hit the third week in succession, the boss set up a howl. You 
know the percentage—six hundred to one. Hit for a dollar, you get six 
hundred minus the ten percent that goes to the runner. Hit for ten bucks, 
you’re due six thousand minus the six hundred—five thousand four 
hundred dollars. Well, even a big banker like Brandon can’t stand that—he 
only collects four grand a week.’ 

‘Only,’ murmured Dart. 

‘And when it happened the third week, it looked bad for me—I was 
gettin’ six hundred out of each time this guy hit. I been with Brandon a long 
time, but he began to look at me awful doubtful. But he paid off—he always 
does—that’s why he’s successful at it. Also he told me, no more bets from 
this Frimbo. But then he begun to figure, and what he figured was this— 
that maybe he could use some o’ this Frimbo’s smartness for himself. Smart 
guy, Brandon. Here’s what he did. 

‘First he accused me of playin’ crooked. Runners try that once in a while, 
y’ know. We have a list 0’ names on a slip, with the number and amount of 
money being played by each person beside the name. Well, the slips are 
s’posed to be turned in at nine forty-five every A.M., but it takes some time 
to get ’em in. Ten o’clock, the clearing-house number on which the winner 
is based is announced downtown. There’s ways of holdin’ the slip just a few 
seconds after ten, having a buddy telephone the winning number up, say, to 
the house next door, or downstairs someplace, where another buddy signals 
what it is by tapping on the wall or a radiator or something. Then the runner 
adds the winning number to his list beside a fake name, collects the money 
later, and splits with his buddies. Brandon, of course, knows all them tricks, 


and accused me of ’em. I showed him I wasn’t dumb enough to try it three 
weeks in succession. So he had to admit this Frimbo must be just smart. 

‘So he figured he could trust me and he told me what to do. I was to keep 
on takin’ Frimbo’s ten bucks a day, and the numbers he played. Brandon 
had some of his boys play the same numbers with Spencer—but for twenty 
bucks. Result—when the numbers hit, Brandon lost six grand to Frimbo and 
won twelve from Spencer. The rest of his income stood like it was before. 
Spencer couldn’t stand more than two or three twelve-grand hits—he’d 
have to quit. That would clear the field for Brandon. Then he could just stop 
taking Frimbo’s bets and be sitting pretty.’ 

‘So what?’ inquired Detective Dart. 

‘So that’s why I was here tonight, that’s all. To get Frimbo’s number.’ 

‘Did he give you the number?’ 

‘Sure he did—tright from where you’re sitting now.’ 

‘And the ten bucks?’ 

‘Nope. He never handles money himself. The flunky collects all the 
people’s fees as they go out of that door there. So I always got the ten bucks 
from the flunky. He’d either be waiting there or he’d come out in a 
moment.’ 

‘Come out? Out of where?’ 

‘Out of the back room there.’ 

‘The back room? Oh. Could Spencer have learned of this and put Frimbo 
out of the way?’ 

‘If he was smart enough. He’d be bound to get suspicious, no matter how 
Brandon played his twenty—it wouldn’t look right. And he’d investigate. 
He’d check the bets each night before, find twenty bucks of the same 
number, and trace those players. But he’d have to pay ’em, once he’d taken 
the money. And he couldn’t tell who not to take beforehand, either, because 
they could change their names, or if he did find a leak and got the lowdown, 
there’d be only one way out for him. He’d have to paralyse Frimbo or be 
ruined himself. Pure self-defence.’ 

Perry Dart sat silent a moment, then said, ‘You know, doc, there’s one 
thing that keeps worrying me. All these people agree up to now that Frimbo 
talked to them—talked to them personally about personal matters. How 
could a murdered man conduct an intelligent conversation after his death? 


That’s why I haven’t taken Jenkins already. The victim couldn’t have been 
sitting here dead in the chair all the time, talking—through a stuffed neck.’ 

‘True,’ said the physician, “but the visitors preceding Jenkins might have 
found the man dead just as Jenkins did and slipped out without saying 
anything, to avoid incriminating themselves. Or the assistant might have 
been doing the talking through some trick or device, without knowing his 
master was dead. Everyone agrees the servant didn’t come in here. So don’t 
bank on the end of the conversation as the moment of death. Death could 
have occurred a half an hour or more earlier, without changing the 
testimony at all.’ 

Another silence, then Dart said: 

‘Put on that light.’ 

As the sharp radiance cut the shadow, Spider Webb exclaimed: 

‘Judas Priest! If I’d known you had all them listeners—’ 

‘Don’t worry—we’ll see it doesn’t cost you anything. Brady, bring 
everybody in here. All ready, Tynie?’ 

‘All ready, Perry,’ said Tynes. 


CHAPTER XIII 


IN the crystalline underlighting from the glaring extension, a thin brightness 
through which shot the horizontal beam from Frimbo’s curious 
illumination, a semicircle of people stood facing the table. Behind it now 
stood the detective and the physician. The latter was busy with his 
handkerchief, wiping from his fingers a dark film which had stuck to them 
while he had been sitting in the chair which Brady had brought. It was a 
small, erect wooden chair with short arms on one of which he had rested a 
hand during Spider Webb’s testimony. At the moment he paid the stuff no 
further attention, considering it merely a sort of furniture polish which had 
been too heavily applied, and had become gummy on standing. 

The detective was addressing the people facing him. ‘I’m going to ask 
the cooperation of all of you folks. Before doing so, I want you to know just 
what I have in view.’ He paused a moment, considered, decided. ‘Among 
the facts brought out by what we have found and by your testimony are 
these: Frimbo, a man of close habits and no definitely known special friends 
or enemies, was killed here in this chair tonight between ten-thirty and 
eleven o’clock. He was stunned by a blow, presumably from this club, and 
then choked to death by this handkerchief, which was removed from his 
throat in my presence by Dr Archer.’ 

He paused again to observe the effect of this announcement. Outstanding 
were two reactions, quite opposite: Mrs Crouch’s horrified expression, and 
Bubber Brown’s astonished comment: 

‘Doggone! They’s some excuse for chokin’ on a fishbone—but a 
handkerchief!’ 

‘There are several possible motives that have come to light. But before 
following these motives any further, we must establish or complete such 
evidence as we already have in hand. We have reliable testimony on the 
ownership of this handkerchief. We must now determine who handled this 


club. You all know the meaning of finger prints. On this club, we have 
found a fresh print which will have to be compared with certain of your 
finger prints. But first I want to give you a chance now to admit having hold 
of this weapon tonight—if you did. Is anyone here ready to admit that he— 
even accidentally—touched this club tonight?’ 

Everyone looked at everyone else. No one spoke but the irrepressible 
Bubber. ‘Not tonight,’ murmured he, ‘nor las’ night, either.’ 

‘Very well, then. I shall have to ask you all to submit to what you may 
consider an indignity, but it’s quite necessary. And any who objects will 
have to be arrested on suspicion and for withholding of evidence, and will 
then have to submit anyhow. You will please come forward to this table in 
turn, one by one, beginning with Mrs Crouch on that end, and allow Officer 
Tynes to take your prints. These prints will not be held as police records 
unless you are arrested in connection with this case.’ 

“Wait a minute.’ It was Dr Archer who spoke. “Better take mine first, 
hadn’t you? I’m a suspect, too.’ 

Dart agreed. ‘Right you are, doc. Go ahead.’ 

Tynes had prepared his flat slab meanwhile by touching to it a dab of 
thick special ink from a flexible tube, then rolling this to a thin smooth even 
film which covered the rectangular surface. Dr Archer submitted his hand. 
Tynes grasped the physician’s right thumb, laid its outer edge upon the inky 
surface, rolled it skillfully over with a light even pressure till its inner edge 
rested as had its outer, lifted it, and repeated the manoeuvre within a 
labelled space on a prepared paper blank. The result was a perfectly rolled 
thumb print. 

‘I’m pretty sure it’s a thumb on the club,’ Tynes said, ‘but I’ll take the 
others, too, for safety.’ 

‘By all means,’ said the tall physician gravely. And in a few minutes 
Tynes had filled all ten of the spaces on the blank. Then he produced a 
small bottle of gasoline and a bit of cheese cloth. ‘That’ll take it off,’ he 
said. He looked at the prints. ‘Your left thumb’s blurred. Must have been 
dirty.’ 

“Yes. It was, now that you mention it. Gummy furniture polish or 
something on the arm of that chair I was sitting in.’ 

“Never mind, it’1l do. Next.’ 

‘Mrs Crouch—if you don’t mind,’ said Dart. 


Martha Crouch stepped forward without hesitation. The others followed 
in turn. The dexterous Tynes required only a minute for each person: Mrs 
Snead, highly disgruntled, but silent save for an occasional disgusted grunt, 
Spider Webb, sullen, Easley Jones, grinning, Doty Hicks, trembling, and 
Jinx Jenkins scowling. Bubber’s turn came last. Jinx’s paper with his name 
across the head lay in plain view among those scattered out to dry on the 
table. Bubber cocked his head sidewise and peered at it as he submitted his 
digits to Tynes. 

‘Listen, brother—ain’t you made a mistake?’ he asked. 

‘How?’ said Tynes, working on. 

‘Honest now, them ain’t Jinx’s finger prints, 1s they?’ 

‘Sure, they are.’ 

‘Go on, man. You done took the boy’s foot prints. Ain’ no fingers made 
look like that.’ 

‘They’re his, though.’ 

‘Tell me, mistuh, does apes have finger prints?’ 

‘I suppose so.’ 

‘Well, listen. When you get time, see if them there don’t belong to a 
gorilla or sump’m. I’ve had my doubts about Jinx Jenkins for quite a long 
time.’ 


Tynes gathered the papers indiscriminately, so that they were not in any 
known order, faced them up in a neat pile, and procured a large hand-glass 
from his bag. He was the centre of attention—even the officers in the 
corners of the room drew unconsciously a bit nearer. The doctor insisted on 
his sitting in one of the two chairs, he and the detective both being now on 
their feet. Tynes complied, sitting at the end of the table toward the hall 
with his back to the door. The physician stood so that he could direct his 
flashlight from the side upon the objects of Tynes’ observations. 

The latter now removed from the cigarette case one of the two 
photographs of the print which he had found on the club. This he kept in his 
left hand, the hand-glass in his right, and holding the original so that it was 
beside each labelled space in turn, methodically began to compare under the 
glass, the freshly made prints with the photograph. 

Intently, silently, almost breathlessly, the onlookers stood watching the 
bent shoulders, the sleek black head, the expressionless tan face of Tynes. 


The whole room seemed to shift a little each time he passed from one 
comparison to the next, to hang suspended a moment, then shift with him 
again. So complete was the silence that the sound of a fire-siren on the 
Avenue a quarter-mile away came clearly into the room, and so absorbed 
was everyone in this important procedure that occasional odd sounds below 
were completely ignored. 

It appeared that Tynes was making two separate piles, one of which, 
presumably, contained cases dismissed as out of the question, the other of 
which contained cases to be further studied and narrowed down. The long 
moments hung unrelaxed; the observers stared with the same fascinated 
expectancy that might have characterized their watching of a burning fuse, 
whose spark too slowly, too surely, approached some fatal explosive. 

Yet Tynes’ work was proceeding very rapidly, facilitated by the fortunate 
accident that the original print belonged to one of the simpler categories. In 
an apparent eternity which was actually but a few minutes, he had reduced 
the final number to two papers. One of these he laid decisively aside after a 
short reinspection. The other he examined at one point long and carefully. 
He nodded his head affirmatively once or twice, drew a deep breath, put 
down his hand-glass, and straightened up. He handed the paper to Detective 
Perry Dart, standing behind the table. 

‘This is it, Perry. Right thumb. Exactly like the photograph.’ 

Dart took the paper, held it up, looked at it, lowered it again. His bright 
black eyes swept the waiting circle, halted. 

‘Jenkins,’ he said quietly, “you’re under arrest.’ 


CHAPTER XIV 


“You, Hicks,’ Dart continued, ‘will be held also on your own testimony, as a 
possible accessory. The rest of you be ready to be called at any time as 
witnesses. For the present, however—’ 

At this moment a newcomer pressed into the room, a large, bluff, red- 
faced man carrying a physician’s bag, and puffing with the exertion of 
having climbed the stairs. 

‘Hello, Dart. Got you working, hey?’ 

‘Hello, Dr Winkler. How long’ve you been here?’ 

‘Long enough to examine your case.’ 

‘Really? I heard some noises downstairs, but I didn’t realize it was you. 
Shake hands with Dr Archer here. He was called in, pronounced the case, 
and notified us. And he’s a better detective than I am—amissed his calling, I 
think.’ 

‘Howdy, doctor,’ said the florid medical examiner pleasantly. ‘This case 
puzzles me somewhat.’ 

‘IT should think it would,’ said Dr Archer. ‘We have the advantage over 
you.’ 

‘Can’t figure out,’ went on Dr Winkler, ‘just what evidence of violence 
there was to make you call in the police. Couldn’t find any myself—looked 
pretty carefully, too.’ 

“You mean you didn’t see a scalp wound over the right ear?’ 

‘Scalp wound? I should say I couldn’t. There isn’t any.’ 

‘No?’ Dr Archer turned to Dart. ‘Did you see that, Dart, or was it an 
optical illusion?’ 

‘I saw it,’ admitted Dart. 

‘And unless I’m having hallucinations,’ the local physician went on, ‘it 
contained a fresh blood clot which I removed with a gauze dressing that 
now rests in my bag.’ He stooped deliberately, procured and displayed the 


soiled dressing, while the medical examiner looked first at him, then at 
Dart, as if he was not sure whether to doubt their sanity or his own. Dr 
Archer dropped the dressing back into his bag. ‘Then I probed it for a 
fracture,’ he concluded. 

‘Well,’ said Winkler, ‘I don’t see how I could’ve missed anything like 
that. I went over her from head to foot, and if she wasn’t a cardiorenal I 
never saw one—’ 

“You went—where?’ 

‘I went over her from head to foot—every inch—’ 

‘Her?’ burst from Dart. 

“Yes—her. She’s been dead for hours—’ 

‘Wait a minute. Doctor Winkler,’ said Dr Archer, ‘we aren’t discussing 
the same subject. I’m talking about the victim of this crime, a man known 
as Frimbo.’ 

‘A man! Well, if that corpse downstairs is a man, somebody played an 
awful dirty trick on him.’ 

‘Stand fast, everybody!’ ordered Dart. ‘Tynes, take charge here till I get 
back. Come on, you medicos. Let’s get this thing straight.’ 

Out of the room and down the stairs they hurried, Archer, Dart, and 
Winkler. The door of Crouch’s front room was open, but the couch on 
which the dead man had been placed was in a position that could not be 
seen from the hall. So far did Dr Archer out-distance the others that by the 
time they got inside the room, he was already standing in the middle of the 
floor, staring dumbfoundedly at an unquestionably unoccupied couch. 

‘The elusive corpse,’ he murmured, as the other two came up. ‘First a 
man, then a woman, then—a memory.’ 

‘He was on that couch!’ Dart said. ‘Where’s Day? The cop covering the 
front? Day! Come here!’ 

Officer Day, large, cheese-coloured, and bovine, loomed in the doorway. 
“Yas, suh.’ 

‘Day, where’s the body that was on this couch?’ 

‘Body? On that couch?’ Day’s face was blank as an egg. 

‘Are you on duty down here—or are you in a trance?’ 

‘’Deed, I ain’ seen no body on that couch, chief. The only body down 
here is back yonder in the room where the telephone is. On a table under a 
sheet.’ 





‘He’s right there,’ said Winkler. 

‘Day, don’t repeat this question, please: When did you first come into this 
room?’ 

“When the medical examiner come. I took him in and showed him back 
yonder, but I didn’ stay to look—I come right back here to my post.’ 

‘When you first came here tonight, didn’t you see the corpse on this 
couch?’ 

‘No ’ndeed. I was the last one in. You and the doc went in there and left 
the rest of us here in the hall. I couldn’t see ’round the door. And when you 
come out, yo’ orders to me was “cover the front.” And I been coverin’ it.’ 
Officer Day was a little resentful of Detective Dart’s implied censure. 
“When the medical examiner got here I took him in. And they sho’ wasn’t 
no corpse on no couch then. Only corpse in here was back yonder, under the 
sheet. Natchelly I figured that was it.’ 

“You would. Doc—’ 

But Dr Archer was already returning from a quick trip to the rear room. 
‘It’s a woman all right,’ he said. ‘Frimbo is apparently A.W.O.L. 
Inconsiderate of him, isn’t it?’ 

‘Listen, Day,’ Dart said, refraining with difficulty from explosive 
language. ‘Has anyone come through this door since you came down here?’ 

‘No ’ndeed. Nobody but him.’ He pointed to Dr Winkler. ‘The undertaker 
started in, but when I told him what had happened he asked where y’all 
was, and I told him upstairs yonder, so he went straight up. Then, when he 
come down again, he went on out. Asked me to turn out the lights and slam 
this door when we was through, that’s all.’ 

‘All right, Day. That’s all. You keep on covering the front. Don’t let it get 
away from you. Doc, you and the M. E. wait here and keep your eyes open. 
I’ll tear this shack loose if necessary—nobody’s going to get away with a 
stunt like that.’ 

“Wait a second,’ said Dr Archer. ‘How long has it been since we were 
down here?’ 

‘Damn!’ exploded Dart, looking at his watch. ‘Over an hour.’ 

‘Well,’ the local physician said, “whoever removed that stiff has had 
plenty of time to get it off the premises long before now. Just a hasty 
harum-scarum search won’t dig up a thing, do you think?’ 


‘I can’t help it,’ Dart replied impatiently. ‘I’ve got to look, haven’t I?’ 
And out of the door he sped and bounded up the stairs. 


The tall, pale, bespectacled Dr Archer summarized the situation for the 
medical examiner’s benefit while they waited. He described how they had 
found the strange instrument of death and later the club, devised of a human 
femur, which must have delivered the blow. He gave the evidence in 
support of his estimate of the period during which death had occurred, the 
medical examiner readily approving its probability. 

‘Testimony indicated,’ the local physician went on, ‘and Dart checked 
each witness against the others, that the two women and one of the six men 
present were very unlikely as suspects. Any one of the other five men, four 
of them visitors and one the assistant or servant, could have committed the 
crime. One of them, an obvious drug addict, even admitted having a hand in 
it—rather convincingly, too; although the person who voluntarily comes 
forward with an admission is usually ignored—’ 

‘Some day,’ the medical examiner grinned, ‘that sort of suspect is going 
to be ignored once too often—he’ll turn out guilty in spite of his 
admission.’ 

‘Well, there’s more to this chap’s admission than just an admission. He 
had a good motive—believed that Frimbo was slowly killing his brother by 
some mystic spell, which only Frimbo’s own death could break. And he 
indicated, too, that he had a paid accomplice. That, plus his obvious belief 
in the superstition, was what really lent a little credibility to his admission. 
But there was another motive brought out by Dart: One of the other men 
was a policy-runner. He said Frimbo had a winning system that was being 
used to break his boss’s rival, and that the rival might have found it out and 
eliminated Frimbo in self-defence. Even so, of course, the actual murderer 
would have to be one of those five men present. Because one of them had to 
take that club from the front room back to the middle room where we found 
it—it couldn’t move by itself, even if it was a thigh-bone once. Of course, 
the same thing applies to the handkerchief. There was the servant too, who 
managed to disappear completely just before the murder was discovered. 
He’d hardly kill the goose that laid his golden eggs, though.’ 

‘But he did disappear?’ 

“To the naked eye.’ 


‘What about the undertaker who came in and went out?’ 

‘He didn’t enter the front room at any time. You see, both the 
handkerchief and the club were unquestionably in the front room before 
Frimbo was killed with them. The undertaker, or anybody else, would have 
had to be in that room at some time—and so be seen by the others—to have 
got possession of those two objects—And the undertaker had every 
apparent reason to want Frimbo to stay alive. Frimbo paid him outrageously 
high rent—and always on time.’ 

‘So who did it?’ 

‘Well, Pll give you a list—if I don’t forget somebody—in the order of 
their probable guilt. First is Jenkins, against whom both the clues point. It’s 
his handkerchief, as two others testify. What makes it look worse for him is 
that he denies it’s his. It may be just apprehension or perversity that makes 
him deny it—he’s a hard-boiled, grouchy sort of person; but it looks on the 
face of it, more like he’s covering up. But worse still, his right thumb print 
was identified on the club—which, again, he’d denied touching.’ 

‘Dart’s holding him then?’ 

‘Has to. And that’s evidence that even a smart lawyer—which Jenkins 
probably can’t afford—couldn’t easily explain away. Then next, I should 
say, 1s Doty Hicks, the drug-addict, about whom I just told you. Possibly the 
accomplice he admits paying is Jenkins. Then—let’s see—then would come 
Spencer—the number-king mentioned by the runner, Spider Webb. Not 
Spencer himself, of course, but some one of those present, paid by Spencer. 
That again suggests Jenkins, who might be in Spencer’s employ. Or the 
railroad porter, Jones—Easley Jones. He might be Spencer’s agent, though 
he tells a simple, straightforward story which can easily be checked; and 
there isn’t a scrap of evidence against him. In fact he went in to see Frimbo 
first and Frimbo talked to him, as well as to three others following him. 
Obviously even an African mystic couldn’t tell fortunes through a throat 
plugged up as tightly as Frimbo’s was.’ 

‘Not unless he used sign language,’ commented the medical examiner. 

“Which he couldn’t in the dark,’ answered Dr Archer. ‘Well next—the 
servant, against whom the only charge is his disappearance. He could figure 
as somebody’s agent too, I suppose. But it wasn’t his thumb print on the 
club, nor his handkerchief. Then there was Brown, a likable sort of Harlem 
roustabout, who, however, did not leave the front room till after the attack 


on Frimbo. And finally the two women, who didn’t even know the man had 
been killed till we told them, some time after examining him.’ 

“Well, you know how the books tell it. It’s always the least likely person.’ 

‘In that case, evidence or no evidence, the guilty party is Mrs Aramintha 
Snead, devout church-member and long-suffering housewife.’ 

‘Oh, no. You’ve very adroitly neglected to mention the really most 
unlikely person. I’m thinking of the physician on the case. Dr Archer is the 
name, I believe?’ 

‘Quite possible,’ Dr Archer returned gravely. ‘Motive—professional 
jealousy.’ 

‘If that theory applied here,’ the medical examiner laughed, ‘I’d have to 
clear out myself. I’m obviously the murderer: I was ten miles away when it 
happened.’ 

‘Of course. You put Jenkins’ thumb print on that club by telephoto, and 
the handkerchief—’ 

‘I blew the handkerchief out of Jenkins’ pocket and down Frimbo’s throat 
by means of a special electric fan!’ 

‘Some day I’m going to write a murder mystery,’ mused Dr Archer, ‘that 
will baffle and astound the world. The murderer will turn out to be the most 
likely suspect.’ 

“You’d never write another,’ said the medical examiner. 


For half an hour, Perry Dart and three of the more experienced bluecoats 
searched the house. They prowled from roof to cellar in vain. At one 
moment, Dart thought he had discovered an adequate hiding-place beneath 
the laboratory bench, which stretched across the posterior wall of the rear 
on the second floor; for the doors to the cabinets under the bench were 
locked. But he soon saw that this was an impossible lead: the two doors 
were not adjacent; an easily opened compartment was between them filled 
with mechanical bric-a-brac; and the size of this and all the other unlocked 
compartments indicated that the locked ones were far too small to 
accommodate a full sized cadaver. 

Again a possibility appeared in the old dumbwaiter shaft, which extended 
from the basement to the first floor. But inspection of this, both from above 
and below, disclosed that it did not contain even the dumbwaiter which 
must originally have occupied it. A few old ropes and a set of pulleys 


dangled from its roof, at the level of the first floor ceiling; between these, 
flashlights revealed nothing but musty space. 

Eventually, the detective returned alone to the two physicians. He was 
still grim and angry, but thoroughly composed again. ‘Somebody,’ he said, 
‘is going to get in trouble.’ 

The medical examiner grinned. 

“What do you make of it?’ 

‘Only one thing to make of i1t—you can’t prove a murder without a 
corpse. It’s an old trick, but it’s the last thing I’d expect up here.’ 

‘Somebody’s smart,’ commented Dr Archer. 

‘Exactly. And the somebody isn’t working alone. Everybody who could 
possibly have done the job is upstairs in that room now; not a single suspect 
has been down here since we left the body. Every one of them has been 
under some policeman’s eye.’ 

‘The undertaker was down here.’ 

‘In the hall, but not in this room. Day might not be as bright as his name 
would indicate, but surely he could see whether Crouch came in here. Day 
says positively that he didn’t; he went straight up, and came down and went 
straight out. He couldn’t get back in here any other way without being seen, 
either. The back yard and back door are covered. The roof is covered. Every 
possible entrance and exit have been covered from almost the moment we 
left this room with Frimbo on that couch.’ 

‘Then,’ Dr Archer said, ‘the fact of the matter must be that the gentleman 
is still in our midst. Maybe you’re dealing with secret passages and 
mysterious compartments.’ 

“Wouldn’t be surprised,’ said the medical examiner amusedly. ‘He was a 
man of mystery, wasn’t he? He ought to have a few hidden chambers and 
such.’ 

“We can take care of them,’ Dart said. ‘I’ll have a departmental expert 
here early tomorrow morning—even if it is Sunday. This morning, as a 
matter of fact. We'll go over the house with a pair of micrometre calipers. 
There never was a secret chamber that didn’t take up space. And one thing 
is sure: Jenkins knows who did this. Whoever paid him, paid for the 
removal of the corpse also. It’s the final stroke—protects everybody, you 
see. No corpse, no killing. Damn!’ 


‘Somehow,’ Dr Archer reflected, ‘I’ve a very uncomfortable feeling that 
something is wrong.’ 

‘Not really?’ 

‘I mean something in the way we’ve been reasoning. It’s so easy to 
ignore the obvious. What obvious circumstance can we have been 
ignoring?’ He deliberated without benefit of the others’ aid. Rather 
suddenly he drew a breath. ‘No,’ he contradicted his own inspiration, ‘that’s 
a little too obvious. And yet—’ 

‘What the dickens are you mumbling about?’ Dart asked, with 
pardonable impatience. 

‘Let’s divide all the suspects,’ said Dr Archer, “whom we have 
considered here tonight into two groups. The first will be a group about 
whom we can definitely say they couldn’t have made off with this body. 
The second will be a group about whom we can’t say that.’ 

‘Go ahead.’ 

‘All right. Everybody that’s been here will fall into the first group— 
except one.’ 

‘Who?’ 

‘The servant.’ 

*Mmm.’ 

‘Nobody knows that servant’s whereabouts since he bowed Jenkins into 
Frimbo’s room. And if it’s a matter of knowing the layout, he ought to be 
more qualified than anybody else to bring off this last bit of sleight-of- 
hand.’ 

‘How’ ll we prove it?’ 

‘Find him. He has all the additional information you need. He’s your 
key.’ 

‘If he didn’t leave before we got here.’ 

‘In that case he couldn’t have got back to recover the remains—not if all 
avenues were covered. So that he may still be—with his gruesome 
companion. Keep your avenues guarded until you can go over the place 
with—calipers, did you say? And even if he isn’t here, he’s got to be found. 
I suspect his remarks on this whole matter would save us considerable 
energy, even if he didn’t remove the body.’ 

‘All right, doc, I accept your suggestion. But Jenkins is a bird in the 
hand, and I think we can persuade him to talk. Hicks, too, may have 


something more to say under the right circumstances. And I’ve a mind to 
hold the other two also until the body is found. A few pertinent suggestions 
might improve their knowledge of the case. But it may be better to let ’em 
go, and have ’em trailed. Find out more that way. Yep—I’m going to have 
everybody I let out of here tonight trailed. I won’t even tell ’em about this. 
That’s the idea—’ 

‘Well,’ the medical examiner sighed, gathering himself for departure, ‘I 
can’t examine what isn’t here. When you guys get a body let me know. But 
don’t find it till I’ve had a few hours’ sleep. And no more false alarms, 
please.’ 

‘O.K., Dr Winkler. It won’t be a false alarm next time.’ 

‘Good-night, doctor.’ 

Before the outside door slammed behind the departing medical examiner, 
Dart had reached the telephone in the rear room. He got headquarters, made 
a brief preliminary report of the case, and instituted a sharp lookout, 
through police radio broadcast and all the other devices under headquarters’ 
control, for a Negro of the servant’s description, and any clues leading to 
possible recovery of the dead body. 

Then he and the doctor returned to the death chamber above. 


CHAPTER XV 


‘GREAT day in the mornin’!’ exclaimed Mrs Aramintha Snead. ‘What under 
the sun is it now?’ 

‘Sit tight, everybody,’ advised Tynes. ‘They’ll be right back.’ 

‘*Twouldn’ be so bad,’ commented Easley Jones good-humouredly, ‘if 
we was sittin’—tight or loose. But my dawgs is ’bout to let me down.’ 

As for the customary volubility of Bubber, that had for the moment fled. 
The actuality of his friend’s arrest had shocked him even more than it had 
Jinx, for Jinx had half-anticipated it, while Bubber hadn’t given the 
possibility a thought. He stood near his long, lanky, uncomely friend, 
looking rather helplessly into his face. Jinx was scowling glumly into the 
distance. Finally Bubber spoke: 

‘Did you hear what the man said?’ 

‘Hmph!’ grunted Jinx. 

‘Is you got any idea what it means?’ 

‘Hmph!’ Jinx grunted again. 

‘Hmph hell-ie!’ returned Bubber, sufficiently absorbed in his ally’s 
predicament to be oblivious of the heretofore hampering presence of ladies. 
‘Here you is headed straight for the fryin’-pan, and all you can do is grunt. 
What in the world is you tol’ the man to make him think you done it?’ 

‘Tol’ him little as I could,’ muttered Jinx. 

‘Well, brother, you better get to talkin’. This here’s serious.’ 

“You tellin’ me?’ 

‘Somebody got to tell you. You don’ seem to have sense enough to see it 
for yo’self. Look here—did you have a hand in this thing sho’ ’nough?’ 

‘Hmph!’ said Jinx. 

“Well, you could ’a’. Man might ’a’ said sump’m *bout yo’ ancestors, 
and you might ’a’ forgot yo’self and busted him one. It’s possible.’ 


‘I tol’ °em what the man said—word for word—near as I could. This is 
what I get for that.’ 

‘Guess you jes’ born for evil, boy. Good luck come yo’ way, take one 
look at you, and turn ’round and run. You sho’ you ain’t done it?’ 

‘Hmph,’ issued a fourth time from the tall boy’s nose. 

‘Listen, Jinx. “Hmph” don’ mean nothin’ in no language. You better 
learn to say “no” and say it loud and frequent. You didn’t fall asleep while 
the man was talkin’ to you? Did y’?’ 

‘How’m I go’n’ sleep with all that light in my eyes?’ 

‘Shuh, man, I’ve seen you sleep with the sun in yo’ eyes.’ 

‘Hadn’ been for you,’ Jinx grumbled, ‘I wouldn’ be in this mess.’ 

‘Hadn’ been for me? Listen to the fool! What’d I have to do with it?’ 

“You tol’ the man that was my han’kerchief, didn’ y’?’ 

‘*°Cose I did. It was yo’ han’kerchief. But I sho’ didn’ tell ’1m that was 
yo’ finger print on that club yonder.’ 

‘°Tain’ no finger print 0’ mine. I ain’ touched no club.’ 

‘Now wait a minute, big boy. Don’ give the man no argument ’bout no 
finger print. You in trouble enough now. This ain’t the first time yo’ fingers 
got away from you.’ 

‘And ’tain’t the first time yo’ tongue’s got away from you. You talk too 
doggone much.’ 

‘Maybe. But everything I’ve said tonight 1s a whisper side 0’ what that 
finger print says. That thing shouts out loud.’ 


Mrs Aramintha Snead came up to them. ‘Young man,’ she addressed Jinx, 
‘your time has come. I’m gonna pray for you.’ 

At this, everyone exchanged uncomfortable, apprehensive glances, and 
Bubber, gathering the full significance of the church lady’s intention, 
looked at Jinx as if the latter’s time had indeed come. 

‘Stand one side, son,’ ordered the lady, elbowing Bubber well out of the 
way. 

“Yas’m,”’ said Bubber helplessly, his face a picture of distress. 

“Young man, does you know the Ten Commandments?’ 

Jinx could only look at her. 

‘Does you know the six’ commandment? Don’t know even a single one 
of the commandments, does y’? Well, you’s a hopeless sinner. You know 


that, don’t y’? Hopeless—doomed—on yo’ way,’ her voice trembled and 
rose, ‘to burn in hell, where the fire is not quenched and the worm dieth 
not.’ 

‘Lady, he ain’t no worm,’ protested Bubber. 

‘Hush yo’ mouf!’ she rebuked; then resumed her more holy tone. ‘If 
you'd ’a’ obeyed the commandments, you wouldn’t ’a’ been a sinner and 
you wouldn’t ’a’ sinned. But how could you obey ’em when you didn’ even 
know ’em?’ 

The silence accompanying her pause proved that this was an 
unanswerable point. 

‘If you’d obeyed the six’ commandment,’ her voice was low and 
impressive, ‘you wouldn’t ’a’ killed this conjure-man here tonight. "Cause 
the six’ commandment say, “Thou shalt not kill’ And now you done broke 
it. Done broke it—done kilt one 0’ yo’ fellow men. Don’ matter whether he 
was good or bad—you done kilt him—laid ’im out cold in the flesh. The 
Good Book say “A eye for a eye and a toof for a toof.”” And inasmuch as 
you did it unto him, it shall likewise be done unto you. And you got to go 
befo’ that great tribunal on high and ’splain why—’splain why you done it. 
They’s only one thing, you can do now—repent. Repent, sinner, befo’ it is 
too late!’ 

‘Can I do it for ’1m, lady?’ Bubber offered helpfully. 

‘Let us pray,’ said Mrs Snead serenely. ‘Let us pray.’ 

She stood erect, she folded her arms, she closed her prominent eyes. That 
helped. But the benefit to Jinx of what followed was extremely doubtful. 

‘Lawd, here he is. His earthly form returns to the dust frum whence it 
came, and befo’ his undyin’ soul goes to eternal judgment, we want to pray 
for ’im. We know he’s got to go. We know that soon his mortal shell will be 
moulderin’ in the ground. It ain’t for that we prayin’—1t ain’t for that—’ 

‘The hell it ain’t,’ devoutly mumbled Bubber. 

‘Hit’s for his soul we prayin’—his soul so deep-dyed, so steeped, so 
black in sin. Wash him, Lawd. Wash him and he shall be whiter than snow. 
Take from him every stain of transgression, and bleach him out like a clean 
garment in the sunlight of righteousness. ’ 

For an unconscionable length of time she went on lamenting the hopeless 
sinner’s iniquitous past, that had culminated in so shameful a present, and 
picturing the special torments reserved in hell for the impenitent dead. 





“We know he’s a hopeless sinner. But, oh, make him to see his sins— 
make him know it was wrong to steal, wrong to gamble, wrong to drink, 
wrong to swear, wrong to lie, and wrong to kill—and make him fall on his 
knees and confess unto salvation befo’ it is too late. Make him realize that 
though he can’t save his body, they’s still time to save his soul. So that 
when that las’ day comes, and he reaches Jordan’s chilly shore, and Death 
puts forth his cold icy hand and lays it on his shoulder and whispers, 
“Come,” he can rise up with a smile and say, “I’m ready—done made my 
peace callin’, and election sho’, done cast off this old no’count flesh and 
took on the spirit.””’ 

Then she opened her eyes and looked at the young man for whose soul 
she had so long pleaded. ‘There now,’ she said, ‘Don’t you feel better?’ 

‘No, ma’am,’ said Jinx. 

‘Lawd have mercy!’ breathed the lady, and shaking her head sadly from 
side to side, she abandoned him to the fate of the unrepentant, returning to 
her place with the air of one who at least has done his duty. 





When the second search was over and the detective and the physician 
returned to the room where the others waited, they found a restless and 
bewildered company. 

‘What was it, doc?’ Bubber promptly wanted to know, ‘a boy or a girl?’ 

‘Neither,’ said the physician. 

‘Mph!’ grunted Bubber. ‘Was Frimbo like that too? It’s gettin’ so you 
don’ know who to trust, ain’t it?’ 

‘Brown,’ said Detective Dart, ‘you heard what I told Jenkins before I 
went out?’ 

‘Sho’ did.’ 

‘He’s a good friend of yours, isn’t he?’ 

“Who—Jenkins? Friend 0’ mine? No ’ndeed.’ 

“What do you mean?’ 

‘I mean I barely know the nigger. Up till night befo’ las’ we was perfect 
strangers.’ 

“You were pretty chummy with him tonight. You and he came here 
together.’ 

‘Purely accidental, mistuh. Jes’ happen’ to meet him on the street; he was 
on his way here; I come along too, thinkin’ the man might gimme some 


high lowdown. Chummy? Shuh! Didn’ you and the doc burst in on us in the 
front room there where we was almost ’bout to fight? Friend 0’ mine! 
*Deed you wrong there, brother. I don’ have nothin’ to do with gangsters, 
gunmen, killers, or no folks like that. I lives above reproach. Ask anybody.’ 

Jinx’s jaw sagged, his scowl faded into a stare of amazement. It was 
perhaps the first time in his life when he had failed to greet the unexpected 
obdurately. Not even the announcement of his arrest for murder had jolted 
him as did this. He had never been excessively articulate, but his silence 
now was the silence of one struck dumb. 

‘All right, Brown,’ Dart said. ‘I’m glad to hear that.’ 

“Yes, suh,’ vowed Bubber, but he did not look at Jinx. 

‘Now listen, you people,’ went on Dart. ‘I’m letting you go, with the 
exception of Jenkins and Hicks, but you’re not to leave town until further 
word from me. Jones, that means you too. I’m sorry to have you lose any 
time from your job, but you may have to. Can you manage it?’ 

“Yas, indeed,’ smiled Easley Jones. ‘I’m layin’ over till Monday anyhow, 
y’see, and another day or two won’ matter. I can fix it up with the boss-man 
—no trouble ’tall.’ 

‘Good. Then you and the others are free to go.’ 

The word ‘go’ was scarcely out of his mouth before the whole place went 
suddenly black. 

‘Hey—what the hell!’ 

Even the hall lights were gone. In the sudden dark, Mrs Snead screamed 
aloud, ‘Sweet Jesus have mercy!’ There was a quick soft rustle and bustle. 
Dart remembered that Jinx was nearest to the hall-door. ‘Look out for 
Jenkins!’ he yelled. ‘Block that door—he’s pullin’ a fast one!’ 

He reached into his pocket for the flashlight he had dropped there, and at 
the same time Dr Archer remembered his. The two fine beams of white 
light shot forth together, toward the spot where Jinx had been standing; he 
was not there. The lights swept toward the door, to reveal Officer Green, 
who had automatically obstructed the exit, earnestly embracing Jinx’s long 
form, and experiencing no small difficulty in holding the young man back. 
At the same time Jinx looked back over his shoulder and saw the two spots 
of light. To him they must have appeared to be the malevolent eyes of some 
gigantic monster; for with a supreme effort he wriggled out of Green’s 
uncertain hold, and might have fled down the stairs and out into the night, 


had he not tripped and fallen in the hall. Green, following him blindly, 
tripped over him, landed upon him, and so remained until Dart’s pursuing 
flashlight revealed the tableau. 

‘Smart boy,’ muttered the detective grimly, for it did not seem to him that 
Jinx’s behaviour might have been occasioned by momentary panic. ‘Who’s 
workin’ with you? Who switched off those lights? Where’s the switch?’ 

Under Green’s weight, it was all Jinx could do to answer, ‘Dam’ ’f I 
know!’ 

‘Oh, no? Got bracelets, Green? Use ’em. Where the—’ 

A deep strong voice in the middle of the death room struck silence to all 
the rising babel. 

‘Wait!’ 

Profound, abrupt quiet. 

“You will find a switch in this room beside the rear door.’ 

Somebody drew a single sharp startled breath. Dr Archer, who had not 
moved from where he had been standing, swung his light around toward the 
sound. It fell on the head and shoulders of a stranger, seated in Frimbo’s 
chair. 

Through the subsequent silence came Martha Crouch’s voice, uttering 
one lone, incredulous word: 

‘Frimbo!’ 

From the hall Dart called: ‘Find that switch!’ One of the patrolmen 
stationed inside the room obeyed. The horizontal beam, and the bright sharp 
extension light came on together as suddenly as they had gone out. Dart 
came rushing back into the room. He halted, staring like everyone else with 
utterly unbelieving eyes at the figure that sat in the chair from which the 
dead body had been removed: a black man wearing a black robe and a black 
silk head-band; a man with fine, almost delicate features, gleaming, deep- 
set black eyes, and an expression of supreme intelligence and tranquillity. 

Quickly, ere Dart could speak, Martha Crouch stepped forward in wide- 
eyed wonder. 

‘Frimbo—you’re—alive ...?’ 

“Yes, I am alive,’ said the deep clear voice of the man in the chair. 
Something just less than a smile touched the handsome dark face. 

‘But they said—they said you were dead—’ 

‘They were correct,’ affirmed Frimbo, without emotion. 





CHAPTER XVI 


EVERYONE in the room perceptibly shrank. So terrible a thing, so calmly 
said, at once impelled them to flight and held them captive. 

‘My Gawd!’ breathed Aramintha Snead. ‘The man done come back!’ 
And she with the others drew away staring and terrified. For a moment it 
seemed they would have fled, had the air not been turned to jelly, holding 
them fast. ‘He done done a Lazarus!’ Bubber Brown whispered. 

But Perry Dart’s amazement gave way to exasperation. He stepped 
forward. ‘Say, what is all this, anyway? Who the devil are you?’ 

There was something extraordinarily disconcerting in the unwavering 
deep-set black eyes of the man in the chair. Even the redoubtable Dart must 
have felt the penetrating, yet impenetrable calmness and vitality of that 
undisturbed gaze as it switched to meet his own. 

‘I am Frimbo. You heard this lady?’ 

‘Oh, yea? Then who was killed?’ 

‘T was.’ 

“You were, were you? I suppose you’ve risen from the dead?’ 

‘It is not the first time I have outwitted death, my friend.’ 

‘Do you mean to sit there and tell me that you are the man I saw lying 
dead on that couch downstairs?’ 

‘I am the man. And if you will be patient, I will try to explain the matter 
to your satisfaction.’ 

‘But how did you—what did you do? Where did you go? What’s the idea 
dousing the lights? What do you think we are, anyway?’ 

‘I think you are a man of intelligence, who will appreciate that 
cooperation achieves more than antagonism. I trust I am correct?’ 

‘Go ahead—talk,’ said Dart gruffly. 

‘Thank you. I hope you will understand. The facts are these: At the time I 
was attacked—I am uncertain myself of the precise moment, for time is of 


little importance to me personally—I was in a state of what you would 
probably call suspended animation. More exactly, I was wholly immune to 
activities of the immediate present, for I had projected my mind into the 
future—that gentleman’s future—Mr Jenkins’. During that period I was 
assaulted—murderously. Physically, I was murdered. Mentally I could not 
be, because mentally I was elsewhere. Do you see?’ 

‘I never heard of such thing,’ said Dart, but he spoke uncertainly, for 
nothing could have been more impressive than this cool, deliberate deep 
voice, stating a mystic paradox in terms of level reason. 

“Your profession, Mr Dart,’ returned Frimbo, ‘should embrace an 
understanding of such matters. They do occur, I assure you, but at the 
moment I must not take the time to convince you personally. I can, if 
necessary. Now, since my apparently lifeless body, which you and Dr 
Archer abandoned downstairs, was not seriously damaged in any vital 
particular, the return of consciousness, which 1s to say, the return of present 
mental activity, was naturally accompanied by a return of physical activity 
also. In short, I came to. I realized what must have happened. Naturally, I 
decided to assist your further efforts. 

‘But I have certain aversions, Mr Dart. One is to be impeded physically, 
particularly by such worthy but annoying persons as gigantic minions of the 
law. I therefore desired to return to this room, where you were, without 
being obstructed by your deputies. It was not difficult to reach my 
laboratory without being detected, but the hallway there could not be so 
easily negotiated. And so I adopted the simple, if theatrical, device of 
completing my journey under cover of darkness. It was much simpler and 
pleasanter for me, you see.’ 

For the first time tonight Dart was uncertain of procedure. Nothing in his 
training, thorough as it had been, covered this situation where, with a 
murder on the verge of solution and the definitely incriminated assailant in 
handcuffs, the victim walked in, sat down, and pronounced himself 
thoroughly alive. It swept the very foundation out from under the structure 
which his careful reasoning had erected and rendered it all utterly and 
absurdly useless. So, for the present at least, it seemed. 

But Frimbo continued with a statement altogether startling in its 
implications: 


‘The fact remains, of course, that a murder was committed. I live, but 
someone killed me. Someone is guilty.” The voice took on a new hardness. 
‘Someone must pay the penalty.’ 

Something in that suggestion brought method back into Dart’s mind. 
“Where were you when we were searching the house just now?’ said he. 

‘Obviously, we simply were not in the same place at the same time. That 
is nothing extraordinary.’ 

‘How do I know it was you who was killed?’ 

“You saw me, did you not? My identity is easy to establish. Mrs Crouch 
knows me, as she has indicated, by sight. The other visitors may not have 
been able to see me well, but they will perhaps recognize my voice.’ 

‘Sho’ is the same voice,’ vowed Jinx, unaware that he was testifying 
against himself. 

‘Are you sure of that?’ Dart asked. 

‘Sho’ is,’ repeated Jinx, and the others murmured assent. 

‘Well,’ Dart turned to the doctor, ‘at least it wasn’t the servant doing the 
talking.’ 

But Dr Archer now spoke. ‘I beg your pardon, Dart, but may I point out 
that it is of no consequence whether this gentleman is Frimbo or not. The 
only question of importance is whether he is the man whom we saw 
downstairs.’ 

Thereupon Frimbo said, ‘Dr Archer, who pronounced me dead, will 
naturally be most reluctant to identify me with the corpse, since the 
implication would be that he had been mistaken in his _ original 
pronouncement. Thereupon I must insist that he examine me now.’ 

The physician was slightly surprised. ‘I should think you would prefer 
someone less prejudiced,’ he said. 

‘On the contrary. If you identify me with the man you yourself 
pronounced dead, there can be no further question. You are the only person 
who would be reluctant to do so. You will allow only the most reliable 
evidence to overcome that reluctance.’ 

Dr Archer stared for a moment from behind his spectacles into the serene 
dark face of this astonishing fellow, sensing for the first time perhaps how 
his own irrepressible curiosity was to lead him shortly into an investigation 
of the most extraordinary personality he had ever confronted. 


Then he went over to the seated figure. ‘Will you please remove your 
head-band? The wound would hardly be healed so soon.’ 

“You will find the wound unhealed,’ said Frimbo, complying. The silken 
headdress removed, there appeared a small white dressing affixed by 
adhesive, over the right temple. ‘Look beneath the dressing,’ suggested the 
African. 

Dr Archer appreciated the ever so faintly malicious little irony, for he 
answered gravely: 

‘I shall look even further than that.’ 

He detached the dressing, removed it, and examined a short scalp wound 
thus disclosed, a wound apparently identical with the one he had probed 
over an hour ago. 

‘I delayed a moment to dress it, of course,’ said Frimbo. 

The physician inspected carefully every peculiarity of feature that might 
answer the question. To the lay eye, certainly there was nothing in this 
strikingly vivid countenance to recall that other death-distorted visage. But 
violent death—or even near death—often performs strange transfigurations. 
Dr Archer eventually stood erect. 

‘As nearly as I can determine,’ he said, ‘this is the same man. I should 
request him to submit to a further test, however, before I commit myself 
finally—a test which will require some little time.’ 

“Whatever the doctor wishes,’ agreed Frimbo. 

‘I have in my bag a small amount of blood on a dressing with which I 
swabbed the wound before probing it. There are one or two tests which can 
be used as convincing evidence, provided I may have a sample of your 
blood now for comparison.’ 

‘An excellent idea, doctor. Here’—Frimbo drew back the wide sleeve of 
his black satin robe, baring a well-formed forearm—‘help yourself.’ 

The physician promptly secured a tourniquet just above the elbow, 
moistened a sponge with alcohol, swabbed a small area, where large 
superficial veins stood out prominently, carefully removed a needle from its 
sterile tube container, deftly inserted it into a vein, caught a few drops of 
blood in the tube, loosed the tourniquet, withdrew the needle, and pressed 
firmly a moment with his swab on the point of puncture. 

‘Thank you,’ he said, the operation over. 

‘How long will this take you, doc?’ Dart asked. 


‘At least an hour. Perhaps two. I’ll have to go back to my office to do it.’ 

“You will do the usual agglutination tests, of course?’ Frimbo inquired. 

“Yes,’ said Dr Archer, unable to veil his astonishment that this apparent 
charlatan should even know there were such tests. “You are familiar with 
them?’ 

‘Perfectly. I am somewhat of a biologist, you see. Psychology is really a 
branch of biology.’ 

“You subscribe to the Spencerian classification?’ Dr Archer said. 

It was Frimbo’s turn to express surprise, which appeared in the slight lift 
of his lids. 

‘In that particular, yes.’ 

‘I should like to discuss the subject with you.’ 

‘I should be very glad indeed. I have met no one competent to do so for 
years. Today is Sunday. Why not later today?’ 

‘At what hour?’ 

‘Seven this evening?’ 

‘Splendid.’ 

‘I shall look forward to seeing you.’ 


At this point, a surreptitious remark from Bubber, who had been 
unwontedly silent, drew attention back to the matter in hand. 

‘He sho’ can talk—for a dead man, can’t he?’ 

‘Listen, Frimbo,’ said Dart. “You say you were killed. All right. Who 
killed you?’ 

‘I don’t know, I’m sure.’ 

“Why don’t you?’ 

‘I have tried to explain, Mr Dart, that I was in a mental state equivalent to 
being absent. My entire mind was_ elsewhere—contemplating that 
gentleman’s future. I can no more answer your question than if I had been 
sound asleep.’ 

‘Oh, I see. Would it be asking too much of this strange power of yours if 
I suggested that you use it to determine the identity of your assailant?’ 

‘I’m glad you suggested it, even ironically. I was reluctant to interfere 
with your methods. You already have what you believe to be damning 
evidence against Jenkins. You may be right. But you still have to make sure 
of the items of motive and possible complicity. Is that not true?’ 





“Yes.” 

‘Since I am the victim and thus the most personally interested party, I 
suggest that you allow me to solve this matter for you.’ 

‘How?’ 

‘By the use of what you sarcastically call my strange power. If you will 
have all the suspects here on Monday night at eleven, I will provide you 
with the complete story of what took place here tonight and why.’ 

‘What are you going to do—reconstruct the crime?’ 

‘In a sense, yes.’ 

“Why can’t you do that now? All the suspects are here. Here’s Jenkins. 
His finger print on the club that inflicted that wound can’t mean but one 
thing—he handled that club. Why don’t you just read his mind and find out 
what made him do it?’ 

‘It’s not so simple as that, my friend. Such a thing requires preparation. 
Tonight there is not time. And I am tired. But see, I am not suggesting that 
you neglect doing any single thing that you would have done anyway. 
Proceed as if I had not returned—I insist that my being alive does not alter 
the fundamental criminal aspect of this case—proceed, hold whom you 
will, determine such facts as you can by every means at your disposal, 
establish your case—then accept my suggestion, if you care to, simply as a 
corroboration of what you have concluded. Consider what I shall show you 
on Monday night as just a check on what you already know.’ 

Dart was impressed by the turn of the suggestion. ‘I suppose,’ he mused, 
‘I could change the charge to felonious assault—’ 

Frimbo said, “You are working on a common fallacy, my friend. You are 
making the common assumption that any creature who 1s alive cannot have 
been dead. This is pure assumption. If a body which has presented all the 
aspects of death, resumes the functions of life, we explain the whole thing 
away merely by saying, “He was not dead.” We thus repudiate all our own 
criteria of death, you see. I cannot think in this self-contradictory fashion. 
Physically, I was dead by all the standards accepted throughout the years as 
evidence of death. I was so pronounced by this physician, who has already 
shown himself to be unusually competent. Had I been anyone else on earth, 
I should still be dead. But because I have developed special abilities and 
can separate my mental from my physical activities, the circumstances were 
such that I could resume the aspects of life. Why must you, on that account, 


assume that the death was any less actual than the life? Why must you 
change the charge from murder, which it unquestionably was, to assault, 
which is only part of the story? Must I pay a premium for special abilities? 
Must I continually re-expose myself to a criminal who has already carried 
out his purpose? He has killed—tlet him die also. If he is able, as I was, to 
resume life afterwards, I am sure I shall have no objection.’ 

Dart shook his head. ‘No living person could convince a judge or a jury, 
that he’d been really murdered. Even if I believed your argument, which I 
don’t, I couldn’t arrest this man for murder. A conviction of murder requires 
the production of a corpse—or tangible evidence of a corpse. I can’t present 
you as a corpse. I’d be the joke of the force.’ 

‘Perhaps you are right,’ Frimbo conceded. ‘I had not considered the— 
force.’ 

‘Still,’ Dr Archer injected, ‘Mr Frimbo’s suggestion can do no harm. All 
he says is proceed as if he had not returned. That’s what you’d have done 
anyway. Then, if you like, he will produce additional evidence—Monday 
night. Personally, I’d like to see it.’ 

‘So would I,’ Dart admitted. ‘Don’t misunderstand me. My only point is 
that if this is the same man, it’s no longer murder.’ 

‘There’s still plenty to be answered, though,’ the doctor reminded him. 
‘Jenkins’ stout denial in the face of the strongest evidence, the probability 
of complicity, the motive—’ 

‘And,’ popped unexpectedly from Bubber, ‘where that flunky 
disappeared to, all of a sudden.’ 

Frimbo apparently rarely smiled, but now his awesome dark face relaxed 
a little. ‘That need not worry you. My assistant has been with me a long 
time. He is like a brother. He lives here. He could not possibly be guilty of 
this crime.’ 

‘Then,’ inquired Bubber, ‘how come he hauled hips so fast?’ 

‘He is free to leave at eleven every night. It is our understanding and our 
custom. At that hour tonight, he no doubt took his departure as usual.’ 

‘Departure for where—if he lives here?’ asked Dart. 

‘Even servants are entitled to their hour or two of relaxation. He takes his 
at that time. You need have no doubts about him. Even if I found him guilty, 
I should not press charges. And I assure you he will be present Monday 
night.’ 


Later, Detective Dart conveyed to Dr Archer the considerations which 
had influenced his decision. First, it had been his experience that in Harlem 
the most effective method of crime detection was to give your man enough 
rope with which to hang himself. If Jenkins’ denial was true, in whole or 
part, careful observation of the behaviour of the other suspects would reveal 
something incriminating. Believing himself free and unwatched, the actual 
criminal—or accomplice—would soon betray himself. The forty-eight hour 
interval would reveal much about all the suspects. Secondly, if any suspect 
demurred on the matter of returning or actually failed to return on Monday 
night, that fact, together with whatever was discovered meanwhile by 
trailers, would carry its own weight. In short, 1t was Dart’s persuasion that 
in Harlem one learned most by seeking least—to force an issue was to seal 
it in silence forever. 

And therefore, he now complied with the suggestion that the company be 
reassembled here on Monday night. 

‘Very well. I agree. Jenkins and Hicks will be returned under guard. Do 
any of you other ladies and gentlemen feel that you will be unable to be 
present?’ 

No one demurred. 

‘It is understood, then, that you will be present here at eleven PM. on 
Monday. That is all. You are free to go.’ 

The visitors departed, each in his own manner: Jinx, shackled to Officer 
Green, glowered unforgivingly at Bubber, who for once did not indulge in 
an opportunity to mock. Doty Hicks glared helplessly at the superbly calm 
figure of the man whose death he had admittedly sought and failed to effect. 
Martha Crouch seemed about to stop and speak to Frimbo, but simply 
smiled and said, ‘Good-night.’ Easley Jones and Aramintha Snead made 
their way out almost stumblingly, so unable were they to remove their 
fascinated stares from the man who had died and now lived. 


The detective and the doctor took leave of each other in the street below. 

‘I will start this test tonight and finish it in the morning,’ promised the 
latter. “You'll get the result as soon as I am reasonably certain of it.’ 

‘Could he really be the same guy, doc? Is that suspended animation stuff 
on the level?’ 


‘Cases have been reported. This is the first in my experience.’ 

“You sound sceptical.’ 

‘I am more than sceptical in this case, my suspicious friend. I am 
positively repudiative. Somehow, I stubbornly cling to the belief that the 
man I examined was dead, completely and permanently.’ 

“What? Well, why didn’t—’ 

‘And I too am of the common persuasion which Mr Frimbo so logically 
exposed, that one who comes to life was never dead. Logic to the contrary 
notwithstanding, I still believe the dead stay dead. And, while the corpse 
may be hard to produce, I still believe you have a murder on your hands.’ 

‘But you practically admitted he was the same man. Why?’ 

‘I found no evidence to the contrary—nothing decisive. He looked 
enough like the dead man, and he had an identically similar wound.’ 

‘Explainable how?’ 

‘Self-inflicted, perhaps.’ 

‘Not unless he had seen the original.’ 

‘If he removed the corpse, he did see the original.’ 

‘Then why didn’t you spring that removable bridge on him? I saw you 
look at his teeth.’ 

‘Because his teeth were perfect.’ 

‘What! Why, that would have shown he wasn’t the same man right 
there!’ 

“Wait a minute now. When the bridge was first found, we considered the 
possibilities: It might be the corpse’s, it might be his assailant’s—’ 

‘And decided it must be his—the corpse’s.’ 

‘But we didn’t check that up by going back to the corpse at once. We said 
we'd do so when the medical examiner arrived. But when the medical 
examiner arrived the corpse was gone.’ 

‘But you just said Frimbo’s teeth were perfect. So the bridge can’t 
possibly be his.’ 

‘That doesn’t prove it belonged to the corpse. It might or might not—we 
never did establish the point.’ 

*That’s right—we didn’t,’ Dart admitted. 

‘Which allows for a third possibility which we haven’t even considered 
—that the bridge may belong to neither the victim nor the assailant. It could 
conceivably belong to anybody.’ 


“You’ve got me there. Anybody who’d ever been in that room could have 
dropped it.’ 

“Yes—out of a pocket with a hole in it—after having found the thing on 
the street.’ 

‘All Frimbo would have to do would be know nothing about tt.’ 

‘Exactly. The identification of the ownership of that bridge is to find the 
person it was made for. And it must fit that person. So you see I had only a 
conviction—no tangible support whatever. It would have been worse than 
useless to show our cards then and there. But now, if these two blood 
specimens reposing in my bag present certain differences which I 
anticipate, I shall advise you to proceed with the total demolition of yonder 
dwelling—a vandalism which you have already contemplated, I believe?’ 

‘Gosh, doc, it would be so much easier in French. Say it in French.’ 

‘And if you shouldn’t find the elusive corpse there—a possibility with 
which I have already annoyed you tonight—you may proceed to demolish 
the house next to the right, then the next to the left, and so on until all 
Harlem lies in ruins. An excellent suggestion, I must say. You, after all, 
would only be doing your duty, while ever so many people would be 
infinitely better off if all Harlem did lie in ruins.’ 

‘And if we do find a corpse, Frimbo becomes a suspect himself!’ 

‘With things to explain.’ 

Dart whistled. ‘What a mess that would be!’ 

‘“Testicles,’ mused the other. 

‘All right, doc. It’s irregular, of course, but I believe it’s the best way. 
And Id rather work with you than—some others. I’m dependin’ on you.’ 

“You have the house covered?’ 

‘Sewed up back and front. And we’ll keep it sewed up from now till 
we're satisfied.’ 

‘Satisfied—hm—have you reflected on the futility of satisfaction, Dart?’ 

‘Never at one o’clock in the morning, doc. So long. Thanks a lot. See you 
in Macy’s window.’ 

‘Shouldn’t be at all surprised,’ murmured Dr John Archer. 





CHAPTER XVI 


WITH an unquestionable sense of humour, the sun grinned down upon the 
proud pageantry of Seventh Avenue’s Sunday noontime, beaming just a 
little more brightly and warmly than was strictly necessary for a day in 
February. Accordingly, the brisk air was tempered a little, and the flocks 
that flowed out from the innumerable churches could amble along at a more 
leisurely pace than winter usually permitted. This gave his celestial majesty 
time to observe with greater relish the colourful variety of this weekly 
promenade: the women with complexions from cream to black coffee and 
with costumes, individually and collectively, running the range of the 
rainbow; the men with derbies, canes, high collars, spats, and a dignity 
peculiar to doormen, chauffeurs, and headwaiters. 

Bubber Brown had his place in the sun, too, and he swaggered proudly 
along with the others, for although Bubber was moulded on the general plan 
of a sphere, his imitation camel’s hair overcoat was designed to produce an 
illusion of slenderness and height, with broad shoulders, a narrowly belted 
waist and skirts long enough to conceal the extraordinary bowing of his 
legs. Although he boasted no derby, no cane, and no spats, still with his 
collar turned swankily up, the brim of his felt hat snapped nattily down, and 
his hands thrust nonchalantly into his coat pockets, even the rotund Bubber 
achieved fair semblance of a swagger. 

This he maintained as he moved in the stream of church people by 
humming low yet lustily the anything but Christian song of the moment: 

‘Ill be glad when you're dead, you rascal you ...’ 

On he strolled past churches, drugstores, ice-cream parlours, cigar stores, 
restaurants, and speakeasies. Acquaintances standing in entrances or 
passing him by offered the genial insults which were characteristic Harlem 
greetings: 

“What you say, blacker’n me?’ 


‘How you doin’, short-order?’ 

‘Ole Eight-Ball! Where you rollin’, boy?’ 

In each instance, Bubber returned some equivalent reply, grinned, waved, 
and passed on. He breathed deeply of the keen sweet air, appraised casually 
the trim, dark-eyed girls, admired the swift humming motors that flashed 
down the Avenue. 

But at frequent intervals a frown ruffled his customarily bland 
countenance, and now and then he foreswore his humming and bowed his 
head in meditation, shaking it vainly from side to side. 

When he reached the corner of 135th Street, he stopped. The stream 
flowed on past him. He looked westward toward the precinct station-house. 
Heaving a tremendous sigh, he turned and headed in that direction. 

But when he reached the station-house, instead of stopping, he strode on 
past it as rapidly as if no destination had been further from his mind. At 
Eighth Avenue he turned south and walked three blocks, then east toward 
Seventh again. A moment later he halted, aware of a commotion just across 
the street. 

This was a quiet side street, but people were stopping to look. Others, 
appearing from nowhere, began to run toward the point of agitation, and 
soon dozens were converging upon the scene like refuse toward a drain. 
Bubber approached the rim of the clutter of onlookers and craned his neck 
with normal curiosity. 

The scene was the front stoop of an apartment house. Two men and a girl 
were engaged in loud and earnest disagreement. 

‘He did!’ the girl accused hotly. ‘He come up to me on that corner—’ 

‘If you was jes’ man enough to admit it,” menaced her champion. 

‘Aw, boogy, go diddle,’ the accused said contemptuously. ‘I never even 
seen your—’ 

Clearly, whatever his epithet might have signified at other times, at this 
moment it meant action; for hardly had Bubber time to comment, ‘Uh-oh— 
that’s trouble—’ before the girl’s protector had smacked the offender quite 
off the stoop and into the crowd. 

The latter, somewhat like a ball on an elastic, came instantaneously and 
miraculously back at the other. As he flew forward, the girl was heard to 
yell, ‘Look out, Jim! He’s got a knife!’ Jim somehow flung off the attack 
for the moment and reached for his hip. Apparently every onlooker saw that 


sinister gesture at the same instant, for-the crowd, with one accord, 
dispersed as quickly and positively as a moment ago it had converged upon 
this spot—as though indeed, some sudden obstruction had caused the drain 
to belch back. Two quick loud pistol reports punctuated that divergent 
scattering. Inquisitive dark heads thrust out of surrounding windows 
vanished. The victim lay huddled with wide staring eyes at the foot of the 
stoop, and the man with the gun and his girl sped back into the foyer, 
appropriated the empty elevator, banged the gate shut, and vanished 
upward. 


Bubber did not slacken his rapid pace till he was back at the corner of 
Eighth Avenue and 135th Street, a few feet from the precinct station. Then 
he removed his hat and with his bright-coloured handkerchief mopped his 
beaded brow and swore. 

‘Damn! What a place! What is this—a epidemic?’ The thought recalled 
his superstition. He opened his mouth and gazed awestruck into space. 
‘Jordan River! That’s number two! One las’ night and another one today. 
Wonder whose turn it’ll be nex’?’ 

Inadvertently, pondering the horror of the mysterious, he allowed his feet 
to wander whither they listed. They conveyed him slowly back toward the 
station-house, the abrupt presence of which struck so suddenly upon his 
consciousness as almost to startle him into further flight. But his feet were 
in no mood for further flight; they clung there to the pavement while 
Bubber’s original purpose returned and made itself felt. 

For a moment he stood hesitant before the imposing new structure, 
peering uncertainly in. There was no visible activity. He moved closer to 
the entrance, gazed into the spacious, not uninviting foyer, looked up and 
down the street and into the foyer again. 

‘They’s an excuse,’ he mumbled, ‘for gettin’ dragged into jail, but jes’ 
walkin’ in of yo’ own free will—ain’ no sense in that ...’ 

Nevertheless, with an air of final resolution, he mounted the steps, tried 
and opened the door. ‘Hope it works jes’ as easy from the other side,’ he 
said, and entered. 

He approached the desk sergeant. 

“Y’all got a boy in here name Jinx Jenkins?’ 

“When was he brought in?’ 


‘Las’ night.’ 

‘Charge?’ 

‘Suh?’ 

“What charge?’ 

‘Couldn’ been no charge, broke as he was.’ 

“What was he brought in for—drunk, fightin’, or what?’ 

‘Oh. He didn’ do nothin’. He jes’ got in the wrong house.’ 

“Whose house?’ 

‘Frimbo’s. You know—the conjure-man.’ 

‘Oh—that case. Sure he’s here. Why?’ 

‘Can I see him?’ 

“What for?’ 

‘Well, y’see, he figgers sump’m I said put him in a bad light. I jes’ 
wanted to let him know how come I said it, that’s all.’ 

‘Oh, that’s all, huh? Well that ain’t enough.’ 

But the lieutenant on duty happened to be crossing the foyer at the time 
and heard part of the conversation. He knew the circumstances of the case, 
and had planned to be present at the questioning for which, in part, Jinx was 
being held. With the quick grasp of every opportunity for information that 
marks the team-work of a well-trained investigative organization, he 
nodded significantly to the sergeant and promptly departed to arrange a 
complete recording of all that should transpire between Jinx and his visitor. 

“You a friend 0’ his?’ the sergeant asked. 

‘No—we ain’ no special friends,’ said Bubber. ‘But I don’t aim we 
should be no special enemies neither.’ 

‘I see. Well, in that case, I guess I could let you see him a few minutes. 
But no monkey-business, y’ understand?’ 

‘Monkey-business in a jail-house, mistuh? Do I look dumb, sho 
*nough?’ 

‘O.K.’ 
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In due time and through proper channels, it came to pass that Bubber 
confronted his tall lean friend, who stood gloomily behind a fine steel grille. 
‘Hello, Judas,’ was Jinx’s dark greeting. 
‘Boy,’ Bubber said, ‘it’s everybody’s privilege to be dumb, but they ain’ 
no sense in abusin’ it the way you do.’ 


‘Is that what you come here to say?’ 

‘I done nearly had what I come here to say scared out 0’ me. I done seen 
number two.’ 

‘Number two?’ 

“Yea, man.’ 

‘Number two—that’s what the little boy said to his mammy. You big and 
black enough to—’ 

‘Death on the moon, boy. First one las’ night, second one today—not ten 
minutes ago—’round on 132nd Street. Two boogies got in a li’ argument 
over a gal, and first thing you know—bong—bong! There was one of ’em 
stretched out dead on the ground and me lookin’ at him.’ 

No.’ 

“Yea, man. This Harlem is jes’ too bad. But I tol’ you I’m go’n’ stare 
three corpses in the face. They’s one mo’ yet.’ 

‘Hmph. And you call me dumb.’ 

“What you mean?’ 

‘That wasn’ no corpse you stared in the face las’ night. Las’ I remember, 
he was sittin’ up in that chair talkin’ pretty lively, like a natchel man.’ 

“Yea, but he ain’ no natchel man—he’s a conjure-man. He was sho’ 
*nough dead, jes’ like he said. He ’?jes knows sump’m, that’s all.’ 

‘He knows sump’m, I don’t doubt that. Tol’ me plenty. But any time a 
man knows enough to come to life after he’s dead, he knows too much.’ 

‘Reckon that’s how come he got kilt, *cause he knows too much. Sho’ 
was the same man though, wasn’t he?’ 

‘Far as I could see. But ’course that don’ mean much—all coons look 
alike to me.’ 

There was a moment’s silence, whereupon Jinx added, with meaning, 
‘And no matter how well you know ’em, you can’t trust ’em.’ 

‘Listen, boy, you all wrong. "Course I know you can’t help it, cause 
what few brains you had is done dried up and been sneezed out long ago. 
But even you ought to be able to see my point.’ 

‘’°Cose I see yo’ point. Yo’ point was, you was savin’ yo’ own black hide. 
If you admit you a friend 0’ mine, maybe you inhale some jail-air too. Jes’ 
like all boogies—jes’ let the man say “Boo!” and yo’ shirt tail roll up yo’ 
back like a window shade.’ 


‘All right—all right. But see if this can penetrate yo’ hard, kinky head. 
What good am I—’ 

‘None whatsoever.’ 

“Wait a minute, will you please? What good am I to you if I’m right here 
in jail alongside 0’ you?’ 

“What good is you to me anywhere?’ 

“Well, if I’m out, at least I got a chance to find out who done it, ain’t I?’ 

Jinx relented a little, reluctantly comprehending. 

“Yea, you got a chance,’ he muttered. ‘But you go’n’ need mo’n a chance 
to find out who done that. Right under my nose, too, with me sittin’ there— 
and if I seen anybody, you did.’ 

“Well cheer up, long boy. You ain’ got nothin’ to worry ’bout. The man’s 
alive and you heard what the detective said—all they can hold you for is 
assault.’ 

‘No,’ reflected Jinx sardonically. ‘I ain’ got nothin’ to worry bout. They 
tell me the most I can get for assault is twenty years.’ 

“Twenty—whiches?’ 

“Years. Them things growin’ out the side 0’ yo’ head. And all twenty of 
em jes’ that colour. It sho’ is a dark outlook.’ 

‘Mph!’ 

“Who’s gruntin’ now?’ 

‘Both of us. But shuh, man, they can’t do that to you.’ 

‘I know they can’t. You know they can’t. But do they know they can’t?’ 

‘Don’t worry, boy. Leave everything to me. I’ll find out who done this if 
it takes me the whole twenty years.’ 

‘Hmph! Well, it’s time you done sump’m right. When you could ’a’ kep’ 
yo’ mouth shut, you was talkin’. “Sho that’s Jinx’s handkerchief.” And 
when you could ’a’ talked, you kep’ yo’ mouth shut. “Friend 0’ mine? No 
*ndeed!”—All right. Whatever you go’n’ do, get to doin’ it, cause these 
accommodations don’t suit me. Twenty years! Twenty years from now 
Harlem’II be full 0’ Chinamen.’ 

‘Don’t blame me for all of it. I never would ’a’ been in the conjure-man’s 
place if you hadn’t said “come on let’s go.”” 

“What you go’n’ do?’ 

‘I’m go’n’ do some detectin’, that’s what. What’s use 0’ bein’ a private 
detective if I can’t help out a friend? I’m workin’ on a theory already, boy.’ 


‘First work you done since you quit haulin’ ashes for the city.’ 

‘That was good trainin’ for a detective. I used to figure out jes’ what 
happened the night befo’ by what I found in the ash can nex’ mornin’. If I 
see a torn nightgown and a empty whiskey bottle—’ 

‘I’ve heard all *bout that. What’s yo’ theory?’ 

‘The flunky, boy. He done it, sho’s you born. I’m go’n’ find him and trick 
him into a confession.’ 

“What makes you think he done it?’ 

‘*°Cause he run away, first thing.’ 

‘But didn’t you hear the man say he was s’posed to leave by eleven 
o’clock?’ 

‘That would make it all the easier for him, wouldn’t it? If he s’posed to 
be gone th’ain’t nothin’ suspicious *bout him bein’ gone, don’t you see?’ 

*M-m.’ 

‘He figured on that.’ 

‘How’n hell’d he get my handkerchief?’ 

‘He took it out yo’ pocket. >Member when Doty Hicks fell down in a 
faint and we all scrambled ’round and helped him up?’ 

“Yea—’ 

‘That’s when he took it.’ 

‘He could ’a’. But what would he want to kill his boss for?’ 

‘Boy, ain’t you ever had a boss? They’s times when you feel like killin’ 
the best boss in the world, if you could get away with it.’ 

“Well, whoever you hang it on, it’s all right with me.’ 

‘If worse comes to worse,’ Bubber’s voice sank to a whisper, ‘I can 
swear I seen him take yo’ handkerchief out yo’ pocket.’ 

‘No,’ Jinx demurred, ‘ain’ no need 0’ you goin’ to hell jes’ ’cause I go to 
jail.’ 

‘lm go’n’ get you out o’ this.’ 

“When you startin’?’ 

‘Tonight.’ 

‘Don’ hurry. Nex’ week’ll be plenty 0’ time.’ 

‘Tonight. By tomorrer I’Il have the dope on that flunky. You watch.’ 

‘I’m watchin’,’ said Jinx. ‘And all I got to say is, Sherlock, do yo’ stuff.’ 


CHAPTER XVIII 


By eleven-thirty the same Sunday morning, Dr Archer had completed his 
morning calls—both of them. He returned to his office, where he found 
three gentlemen awaiting him. Two were patients, the third was Detective 
Perry Dart. 

‘Urgent?’ he asked Dart. 

‘Nope. Take the others.’ 

The others were soon disposed of; the first pleaded a bad cold and got his 
liquor prescription, the second pleaded hard times and borrowed three 
dollars. 

‘Come in here,’ the physician then summoned Dart, and led the way 
through his treatment room with its adjustable table, porcelain stands, glass- 
doored steel cabinets shining with bright—and mostly virgin—instruments, 
into a smaller side room which had done duty as a butler’s pantry in the 
days before Harlem changed colour. 

‘Something like Frimbo’s,’ commented the detective, looking admiringly 
around. 

‘In part, yes. That is, Frimbo has some clinical stuff, but that’s only a 
fraction of his, while it’s all of mine. He has chemistry apparatus that a 
physician’s lab would never need except for research, and few practicing 
physicians have time for that kind of research. More than that, he has some 
electrical stuff there that only a physicist or mechanic would have, and I’m 
sure I saw something like a television receptor on one end of the bench— 
remember that affair like a big lens set in a square box? Those specimens 
sort of stole the show and we didn’t take time to examine around carefully. 
But all I’ve got is what’s necessary for routine clinical tests—some 
glassware, a few standard reagents, a centrifuge, a microscope, and that’s 
about all.’ 

‘I guess all labs look alike to me.’ 


‘Well, there’s enough here to investigate certain properties of our friend’s 
blood, any day. If the two specimens present no differences that we can 
determine, we’re stumped—-so far as murder goes. But if they do—’ 

‘Is this something new, doc?’ 

‘New? No, why?’ 

“Well, of course I knew they could tell whether it was human blood. I 
know of plenty of cases where blood was found on a weapon, and the 
suspect claimed it was chicken’s blood or sheep’s blood, but the doctors 
came along and showed it was human. I should think that would be hard 
enough.’ 

‘Not so hard. A chap—Gay, I believe—sensitized some lab animals— 
guinea pigs or rabbits or whatever happened to be around—to various 
serums. You see, if you do it right, you can inject a little serum into an 
animal and he’ll develop what they call antibodies for that serum. 
Antibody’s a substance which the blood manufactures to combat certain 
things that get into it but haven’t any business there. But the point is that 
each antibody is specific—hostile to just one certain thing. From the 
viewpoint of the health of the human family, that’s too bad. Be swell if you 
could just inject a little of anything and get a general immunity to 
everything. But from the viewpoint of criminology it’s useful, because if 
you’re smart enough, you can tell whether your suspect is lying or not about 
the blood on his weapon. You just dissolve your blood off the weapon, and 
test 1t against the sensitized blood from each of your known animals. When 
you get a reaction you know, your unknown is the same as the one which 
reacted to it. See?’ 

Dart shook his head. 

‘ll take you guys’ word for that stuff. But if it’s that hard to tell human 
blood from other kinds, I should think it would be still harder to tell one 
human’s blood from another human’s blood.’ Dart looked around. ‘And I 
don’t see the first guinea pig.’ 

‘So it would seem. But there are many ways in which one man’s blood 
differs from another’s. Take the Wasserman reaction. Mine may be negative 
and yours positive—’ 

‘Hold on, doc, don’t get personal.’ 

‘Or we may both be positive, but different in degree.’ 

‘That’s better.’ 


‘And there are plenty of other germs, which, like the germ of syphilis, 
bring about definite changes in the blood. In many cases these changes can 
be determined, so that you can say that this blood came from a fellow who 
had so-and-so, while that blood came from a fellow who didn’t have so- 
and-so.’ 

‘Go ahead. How about Frimbo’s?’ 

‘Or take blood transfusions. You know everybody can’t give his blood to 
everybody—in many cases it would be fatal—was fatal before blood types 
were known about. Now it’s known a man might be eager to give his blood 
to save his sweetheart, and yet that might be the quickest way of killing 
her.’ 

Dart’s black eyes were alive with interest. 

*That’s right. I remember—’ 

‘That’s because one blood may contain something that doesn’t harmonize 
with something in another blood.’ 

‘Like what, doc?’ 

‘It’s mainly a matter of serum and red corpuscles. Some serum will 
destroy some corpuscles—’ 

‘Oh, I see,’ said Dart. 

‘So to make sure this doesn’t happen, every transfusion now has to be 
preceded by a certain blood examination known as typing. Couple of bright 
gentlemen named Janski and Moss looked into the matter not so many years 
ago and found that all human blood falls into four general types. Since then 
a flock of sub-types have been established, but the four basic ones still 
suffice for ordinary procedures. Everybody falls into one of the four groups 
—and stays there.’ 

Dart was eagerly curious. 

‘And Frimbo’s blood isn’t in the same group with the other?’ 

‘I don’t know. Haven’t tested it out yet—just got ready and had to go 
deliver twins. That allowed you to get here just in time for the performance. 
But for intra-human differences, you’d hardly find any two people with 
every degree of every blood reaction precisely identical.’ 

‘Do your stuff, doc. I’m getting nervous.’ 

‘All right. Now look. See this?’ He held up a test tube in the bottom of 
which was a small amount of pinkish fluid. ‘This is the unknown serum, 
extracted from the dressing with which I sponged the wound in the dead 


man’s scalp. It’s diluted, of course, and discoloured because of haemolysis 
of the red cells—’ 

‘Don’t mind me, doc. Go right ahead.’ 

‘but that doesn’t matter much. And this tube is Frimbo’s serum, and 
this is a suspension of Frimbo’s red cells, which I made last night. By the 
way, Dart, would you give up some of your blood to find this thing out?’ 

‘How much, doc?’ 

‘He hesitates in the pursuit of his duty,’ murmured the doctor. ‘Well, 
never mind—I may not need it. I may not even need my own.’ 

“You mean you were figuring on bleeding yourself, too?’ 

‘I happen to know I’m under Type II. You remember I mentioned that all 
tests are checks against a known specimen.’ 

‘And you’ve got to have a known specimen?’ 

‘Unless we’re very lucky. We may be able to prove these two specimens 
different without actually having to type them. Well, now look. We’ll take 
this capillary pipette and remove a drop of this unknown serum and place it 
thus on a microscopic slide. Then we’ll take a nichrome loop so, and 
remove a loopful of Professor Frimbo’s best red cells, and stir them gently 
into the drop of serum, thus, spreading same smoothly into a small circular 
area in this manner. Watch carefully. The hand is quicker than the eye. Now 
then, a cover glass, and under the microscope it goes. We adjust the low 
power with a few deft turns and gaze into the mysteries of the beyond. Dart, 
we seldom reflect upon what goes on at the other end of the barrel of a 
microscope: challenge, conquest, combat, victory, defeat, life, death, 
reproduction—every possible relationship of living beings—the very birth 
of the world there in a droplet of moisture.’ With both eyes open he was 
manipulating the fine adjustment. ‘Do you know what a fellow said to me 
once? I came up behind him and asked him what he was staring down his 
mike so steadily for—what did he hope to find? He said one word without 
looking up. He said, “God.”’ He focused the instrument satisfactorily, 
peered a moment, then stood aside, ‘You and I are more practical, aren’t 
we? All we hope to find is a murderer. Come on—try your luck.’ 

‘Me?’ 

‘Of course. Look, look, and keep looking. If you see anything happen, 
don’t keep it a secret.’ 


Dart, squinting one eye shut, gazed with the other down the barrel. ‘A lot 
of little reddish dots,’ he announced. 

“What are they doing?’ 

‘Nothing.’ Dart grinned. ‘Must be Negro blood.’ 

‘Jest not, my friend. It is Sunday. All blood reposes. But keep looking.’ 

“Well, maybe they are moving a little. Hey—sure! They are moving—so 
slow you can hardly see it, though.’ 

‘In what direction?’ 

‘Every direction. Boy, this is good. They can’t make up their minds.’ 

‘That sounds as though—’ 

‘Hey—Judas Priest—what’s this? Look, doc!’ 

“You look and tell me about it. I might let my imagination run away with 
me.’ 

‘These things are going into a huddle. No—into a flock of huddles. No 
kidding—they’re slowly collecting in little bunches.’ 

‘Are you sure?’ 

‘Am I sure? What does it mean, doc? Here, take a look.’ 

Dr Archer complied. ‘Hm—I think I can safely say your observations are 
correct—though “agglutination” is a far more elegant term than “huddle.””’ 

‘But what’s the answer?’ 

‘The answer is that nobody’s red cells could conceivably behave like that 
in their own serum. Not even a magician’s.’ 

“You mean that’s the destruction you were talking about?’ 

“Yes, sir. The first step in it. That’s as far as we need to go in vitro. In 
vivo, the process goes on to dissolution, disintegration, haemolysis—oh, 
there’s lots of nice words you can call it. But whatever you call it, this 
serum gives those corpuscles—hell.’ 

Dart’s eyes glowed. 

‘Then Frimbo and the corpse were two different people?’ 

‘And still are. And you and I are two lucky people, because we don’t 
have to play school any longer—not with these, anyway.’ 

‘The son of a bedbug! I’m going to put him under the jail—trying to kid 
somebody like that. Where’s my hat?’ 

‘What’s your hurry, mister? He isn’t going anywhere.’ 

‘How do I know he isn’t?’ 

‘Can he get out without being seen by your men?’ 


*That’s right. But why wait?’ 

‘If you grab him now—if you even let him suspect what we know, he’ll 
close up like a vault. My humble opinion is that he’s got a lot of 
information you need—f he gets lockjaw, you’ll never convict him.’ 

‘Then what’s your idea?’ 

‘Indulge me, my friend. I’m smart. I want to keep that appointment with 
him this evening—’ 

‘He may be back in Bunghola, or wherever he hails from, by then.’ 

‘Not the slightest chance. Frimbo is staging a party tomorrow night for 
just one reason—he’s going to fasten the blame for that murder, as he still 
calls it, and rightly, on somebody—somebody else. Your best bet is to have 
all the counter-evidence ready to confront him with at the same time. Don’t 
worry, he’ll be there.’ 

“Well this certainly is enough to make him a suspect.’ 

“You’ve got suspects enough already. What you want now is a murderer. 
It’s true that Frimbo was not the corpse. This proves that. It is also true that 
he must have managed to make away with the corpse; then, to cover that, 
masqueraded as the corpse—even inflicted a wound on his head resembling 
that of the corpse.’ Dr Archer could talk very plainly and directly on 
occasion. “But there are lots of things between that conclusion and proof of 
his being the murderer. All that we know is that Frimbo lied. We do not 
know why he lied. And he isn’t the only liar in this case—Jenkins lied, 
probably Hicks lied, for all I know Webb lied—’ 

‘Say that reminds me! That Webb was on the right track. He was telling 
the truth, at least in part. I meant to tell you, but I got so interested in this 
other thing. There was a knock-down and drag-out shooting this morning 
on 132nd Street. Apparently an argument over a girl, but who do you 
suppose the victim was? One of Brandon’s best-known runners. Yes, sit. 
Well, it took the boys exactly forty-five minutes to nab the guy that did it. 
And who do you s’pose he was? Spencer’s first lieutenant, boy named 
Eagle Watson. Of course he’ll get out of it—good lawyers and all—girl’ll 
swear the victim attacked her and turned on him when he came to her 
rescue—plenty 0’ bona fide witnesses—self-defence—easy. But we know 
what’s behind it—and Webb told the truth about it. There actually is a 
Spencer-Brandon policy feud on; Spencer’s getting the worst of it, and he’s 
declared war on the whole Brandon outfit. The reason why he’s getting the 


worst of it can only be because he’s losing a lot of money and losing it fast, 
and the reason he declares war on the rival outfit is because he figures they 
are responsible. If he figures that, he may have got wind of this Frimbo’s 
having a hand in it and tried to pull a fast one last night. Only that doesn’t 
hitch up with this blood business at all, does it?’ 

‘There was once a man—nice fellow, too, even though he was a 
policeman—who delivered some remarks on premature conclusions. His 
idea was to fit conclusions to facts, as I recall, not facts to conclusions. And 
he admitted—nay, insisted—that, by such a system, it would only be 
necessary to accumulate enough facts and they’d sort of draw their own 
conclusions. You will observe that this fellow was a lineal descendant of 
Francis Bacon—despite their difference of complexion—ain that he inherited 
the tendency to reason inductively rather than deductively. But such is the 
frailty of human-kind that even this fortunate chap occasionally fell into the 
error of letting his imagination, instead of his observation, draw the 
conclusions; whereupon he would suddenly look about in bewilderment and 
say that something didn’t hitch up with something.’ 

‘O.K., doc. The point of all that being it’s still too soon to speculate?’ 

‘The point being that where more facts can be gathered, it is always too 
soon to speculate.’ 

“Well—I guess he’ll keep. But if you let him get away from me—’ 

‘My dear fellow, permit me to remind you that in that case the situation 
would be no different from what it was before I suggested the blood 
comparison.’ 

‘Beg your pardon, doc. But what about the corpse? We’ve got to have a 
corpse—you know that. If it’s still somewhere in that house, Frimbo’s going 
to have plenty of time to destroy it.’ 

‘Have you—if I’m not too personal—ever tried to destroy a corpse, 
Dart?’ 

‘Almost impossible to destroy it completely by ordinary methods. But 
there are acids. As much stuff as he’s got there—’ 

“You searched the house pretty well.’ 

“Yes, but we’ve got experts that do nothing else, doc. They could find 
places that I wouldn’t dream of looking for. They measure and calculate and 
reconstruct to scale, and when they get through, there isn’t a place left big 
enough to hide a bedbug in.’ 


‘They take time, though, and their presence would arouse Frimbo’s 
suspicions and hostility. Believe me, Dart—Frimbo himself is the only 
answer to this riddle. Jump him too soon and you’ll destroy the only 
chance. I’m sure of that. ’'m as curious about this thing as you are. I’m 
funny that way. And I’d like to see you and the local boys get the credit for 
this whole thing—not a lot of Philistines from downtown. You said you 
were depending on me. All right. Do that. And let me depend on you.’ 

‘Gee, doc, I didn’t realize you were as interested as all that. It sure would 
mean a lot to me personally to get credit for this. We don’t grab off a funny 
one like this often. If that’s really how you feel about 1t—’ 

‘Fine. Now all you’ve got to do is make no report of this last finding and 
hold off Frimbo till ’'m through with him. Before tomorrow night I hope to 
have a pretty good idea of what makes him go ’round. After all, a 
gentleman who turns out to be one of the suspects in his own murder case 
deserves a little personal consideration.’ 

‘A suspect in his own murder—say, that’s right! That’s a brand-new one 
on me! But he’s smart all right. Wonder why he didn’t object to the blood 
test? He must have known it might prove incriminating.’ 

‘Of course he knew it. But what could he do? To refuse would have put 
him in a bad light too. All he could gracefully do was acquiesce and take a 
chance on the two bloods being so much alike that the small amount of the 
unknown would be exhausted before we could distinguish it from his own. 
That failing, he would simply have to depend on his wits. Did you hear him 
ask me whether I would use the ordinary agglutination tests? He’s ready 
with an alibi for this lie right now, I'll bet you. That’s another reason for not 
rushing in yet. We’ve got to get something he can’t anticipate.’ 

Dart looked at the physician with genuine admiration. ‘Doc, you’re all 
right, no lie. You ought to’ve been a detective.’ 

‘IT am a detective,’ the other returned. ‘All my training and all my 
activities are those of a detective. The criminal I chase is as prime a rascal 
as you'll ever find—assailant, thief, murderer—disease. In each case I get, 
it’s my job to track disease down, identify it, and arrest it. What else is 
diagnosis and treatment?’ 

‘I never thought of it that way.’ 

‘In this Frimbo case, I’m your consultant—by your personal invitation. 
I’m going to make as extensive an examination as I can before I draw my 


conclusions. Your allowing me to do so is proper professional courtesy—a 
rare thing for which I thank you deeply.’ He bowed solemnly to the 
grinning Dart. ‘And meanwhile you will be finding out every move of every 
visitor to that place last night?’ 

‘Right. They’re all being tailed this minute. And I’ve already checked 
everybody’s story, even the undertaker’s. They’re all O.K. Brown came 
around to the precinct this morning to see Jenkins—they eavesdropped on 
him but didn’t get anything except that Jenkins is still denying guilt. And 
his friend is willing to perjure himself to save him.’ 

‘T still find it hard to believe that Jenkins, even for the dirty lucre you so 
cogently brought forward, actually did this. Jenkins is a hard one all night, 
but it’s all external. He’s probably got the heart of a baby, and has to 
masquerade as a tough customer to protect himself.’ 

‘As you like. But that very masquerade could lead him into something 
from which he couldn’t turn back.’ 

‘But not murder.’ 

“Well, explain how he masqueraded his finger print onto that club and 
you'll do him a great favour.’ 

‘He may be lying about not touching the club the same as he is about the 
handkerchief.’ 

‘He’s lying all right if he says he didn’t touch that club. There’s no other 
way the print could have got there.’ 

‘Isn’t there?’ the physician said, but the detective missed the scepticism 
in the tone and went on with his enumeration. 

‘Doty Hick’s brother really is sick with T.B. and refuses to go to a 
hospital. I told you this morning about the killing that harmonizes with 
Webb’s story. And Easley Jones has been employed by the Pullman 
Company for ten years—the man spoke very highly of him. I went by the 
Forty Club last night after leaving you. Three different members told me 
Crouch the undertaker had been there as he said.’ 

“What about the women?’ 

“Well, you yourself vouched for Mrs Crouch. And I’m almost willing to 
vouch for that other one. If she’s got anything to do with this, I have.’ 

‘I was wondering about that. Have you?’ 

‘Sure, doc,’ Dart’s bright smile flashed. ‘I’m the detective on the case, 
didn’t you know?’ 


‘Do you know who committed the crime?’ 

‘Not for certain.’ 

‘I see. Then you couldn’t have done it yourself. Because if you had, 
you’d know who did it and it would be a simple matter for you to track 
yourself down and arrest yourself. Of course you might have done it in your 
sleep.’ 

‘So might you.’ 

‘I have a perfect alibi, my friend. Doctors never sleep. If it isn’t poker it’s 
childbirth—a pair of aces or a pair of pickaninnies.’ 

‘Seriously, doc, there’s one objection to your trying to get something on 
Frimbo tonight.’ 

‘What?’ 

“Why do you suppose that guy was so quick to invite you back alone? 
Because you’re his chief worry. You may be the cause of putting him on the 
frying-pan. He’s evil. He must know your purpose. And if you get too 
warm, he’ll try to rub you out.’ 

‘He’ ll find me quite indelible, I’m sure,’ Dr Archer said. 


CHAPTER XIX 


JOHN ARCHER opened a desk drawer and picked up a revolver which lay 
there. He gazed thoughtfully upon it a moment, then gently replaced it. He 
shut the drawer, turned and made his way out of the house. His front door 
closed behind him, and he stood contemplating the high narrow edifice 
across the dark street. It was two minutes to seven; the air was sharp and ill- 
disposed and snapped at him in passing. Absently he hunched his ulster 
higher about his shoulders, thrust his hands, free of the customary bag, deep 
into his pockets and studied Frimbo’s shadowy dwelling. Rearing a little 
above its fellows, it was like a tall man peering over the heads of a crowd. 
“Wonder if I’m expected?’ the physician mused. As if in answer, two 
second-story windows suddenly lighted up, like eyes abruptly opened. 

‘I am expected.’ Slowly he crossed the dim street, halted again at the foot 
of the stoop to resume his meditative stare, then resolutely mounted to the 
door and, finding it unlocked, entered. 

His host was awaiting him at the head of the stairs. Frimbo’s tall figure 
was clad tonight in a dressing-gown of figured maroon silk; this, with a soft 
shirt open at the throat, and the absence of any native headdress, gave him a 
matter-of-fact appearance quite different from that of the night before. 
Tonight he might have been any well-favoured Harlemite taking his ease on 
a Sunday evening in leisure which he could afford and intended to enjoy. 

But the deep-set eyes still held their peculiar glow, and the low resonant 
voice was the same. 

‘Let us go up to the library,’ he said. ‘It will be more comfortable.’ 

He reached into the front room as they passed and snapped a wall switch, 
leaving the room dark. ‘I turned those on for your benefit, doctor. We must 
not be disturbed by other visitors. I have been looking forward to seeing 


’ 


you. 


He led the way to that rear third-floor chamber which the physician had 
visited the night before. 

‘Choose your own chair—you will find most of them comfortable.’ The 
man’s attitude was entirely disarming, but Dr Archer took a chair that was 
disposed diagonally in a corner with bookshelves to either side. 

Frimbo smiled. 

‘I have some fair sherry and some execrable Scotch,’ he offered. 

‘Thank you. You evidently prefer the sherry—I’Il follow your example.’ 

Shortly the wine had been procured from the adjacent kitchen; glasses 
were filled—from the same container, the physician noted; cigarettes were 
lighted; Frimbo seated himself on the divan before the fireplace, in which 
artificial logs glowed realistically. 

“You were speaking,’ he said, as if almost a whole day had not 
intervened, ‘of Herbert Spencer’s classification of the sciences.’ 

“Yes,’ the physician said. ‘Psychology considered as the physiology of 
the nervous system.’ 

Easily and quickly they began to talk with that quick intellectual 
recognition which characterizes similarly reflective minds. Dr Archer’s 
apprehensions faded away and shortly he and his host were eagerly 
embarked on discussions that at once made them old friends: the 
hopelessness of applying physico-chemical methods to psychological 
problems; the nature of matter and mind and the possible relations between 
them; the current researches of physics, in which matter apparently 
vanished into energy, and Frimbo’s own hypothesis that probably mind did 
likewise. Time sped. At the end of an hour Frimbo was saying: 

‘But as long as this mental energy remains mental, it cannot be 
demonstrated. It is like potential energy—to be appreciated it must be 
transformed into heat, light, motion—some form that can be grasped and 
measured. Still, by assuming its existence, just as we do that of potential 
energy, we harmonize psychology with mechanistic science.’ 

“You astonish me,’ said the doctor. ‘I thought you were a mystic, not a 
mechanist.’ 

‘This,’ returned Frimbo, ‘is mysticism—an undemonstrable belief. Pure 
faith in anything is mysticism. Our very faith in reason is a kind of 
mysticism.’ 


“You certainly have the gift of harmonizing apparently opposite concepts. 
You should be a king—there’d be no conflicting parties under your régime.’ 

‘Tam a king.’ 

For a moment the physician looked at the serene dark countenance much 
as if he were seeing his first case of some unusual but clear-cut disease. 
Frimbo, however, tranquilly took a sip of sherry, gently replaced the fragile 
glass on a low table at his elbow, and allowed the phantom of a smile to 
soften his countenance. 

“You forget,’ he said, lighting a fresh cigarette, ‘that I am an African 
native.’ There was a pride in the statement that was almost an affront. ‘I am 
of Buwongo, an independent territory to the northeast of Liberia, with a 
population of approximately a million people. My younger brother rules 
there in my stead.’ A reminiscent air descended momentarily upon him. 
‘Often I long to go back, but it would be dull. I am too fond of adventure.’ 

‘Dull!’ Archer exclaimed. ‘Why—most people would consider that an 
extraordinarily exciting life.’ 

‘Most people who know nothing of it. Excitement lies in the challenge of 
strange surroundings. To encounter life in the African brush would 
exhilarate you, certainly. But for the same reasons, life in a metropolis 
exhilarates me. The bush would be a challenge to all your resources. The 
city is a similar challenge to mine.’ 

‘But you can’t be so unaccustomed to this now. You have finished an 
American college, you have mastered the ways of our thinking enough to 
have original contributions of your own to make—surely all that is behind 
you once and for all.’ 

‘No,’ said Frimbo softly. “There are things one never forgets.’ 

“You make me very curious.’ 

The kindled black eyes regarded him intently a long moment. Then 
Frimbo said, ‘Perhaps I should satisfy that curiosity somewhat ... if you 
care to listen ...’ 

And the dark philosopher who called himself king, with a faraway look 
in his eyes and a rise and fall in his deep low voice, painted a picture twenty 
years past and five thousand miles away. 


‘In some countries night settles gently like a bird fluttering down into 
foliage; in Buwongo it drops precipitately like a bird that has been shot. It is 


as if the descending sun backed unaware upon the rim of a distant 
mountain, tripped on the peak, and tumbled headlong out of sight into the 
valley beyond. The bright day has been mysterious enough—the blank, blue 
sky, the level rice fields, the arrogant palms, the steaming jungle. But it is 
obvious, bold mystery—it must reveal itself before it can strike. Night 
clothes it in invisibility, renders it subtle, indeterminate, ominous. Brings it 
close. 

‘All day we have travelled southward—my father, a hundred fighting 
men, and I. I am only twelve, but that is enough. I must now begin to take 
part in the feasts of our tributary villages. We are on the way to Kimalu, a 
town of a thousand people. I am very tired—but I am the eldest son of a 
chief. I stride proudly beside my tireless father. Some day I shall be like 
him, tall, straight, strong; I shall wear the scarlet loin cloth and the white 
headdress of superior rank. I must not falter. We have not stopped for food 
or drink—for shall we not feast lavishly tonight? We have ignored the 
beckoning paths that lead off our main trail—paths to other villages, to cool 
green tributaries of the Niger, to who knows what animal’s hideout. And in 
the flattening rays of the sinking sun we at last see the rice fields outside 
our destination and presently the far off thatched roofs of Kimalu’s 
dwellings. We are on a slight rise of ground. Yet before we can reach 
Kimalu, night overtakes us and devours us. 

‘But already there is the glow of village fires, a hundred spots of 
wavering yellow light; and shortly we enter Kimalu, my father leading, with 
me by his side, the men in double file behind us. All fatigue drops away as 
the shouts of greeting and welcome deluge our company like a refreshing 
shower. 

‘The ceremonies are scheduled to begin three hours hence, at the height 
of the moon. Meanwhile preparations go on. Our company is welcomed 
respectfully by the elderly headman, who receives with effusive thanks our 
two bullocks, each suspended by its feet on a horizontal pole and carried on 
the shoulders of eight of our carriers. These will augment the feast that 
follows the ceremony and help provide for our party on the morrow. We are 
conducted to the central square before the dwelling of the headman, a large 
house, thatch-roofed, walled with palm and bamboo, and surrounded by a 
high rampart of tall interlaced timwe trunks, the sharpened top of each one 
treated with a poison that is death to touch. Even the most venomous snake 


could not crawl over that rampart and live. The square is large enough to 
accommodate all the people of the village, for here they must assemble at 
regular intervals to hear the issuing of edicts relative to their governing laws 
and their local and national taxes. Here too, the headman sits in judgment 
every other day and pronounces upon both moral and civil offenders 
sentences ranging from temporary banishment to castration—the latter a 
more dreaded penalty than beheading. 

‘Around the enormous square, aS we enter it, we see many fires, over 
which stews are simmering in kettles, and barbecues of boar, bullock, or 
antelope are roasting on poles. Savoury odours quicken our nostrils, cause 
our mouths to water. But we may not yet satisfy our appetites. First we must 
wash and rest. And so we go down to the edge of the river beside which the 
village lies; there is a broad clearing and a shallow bit of beach upon which 
more fires burn for illumination and protection. Here we wash. Then we 
return to the rim of the square and stretch out to doze and rest till the feast 
begins. 

‘It is the Malindo—the feast of procreation—and of all the rites of all our 
forty-eight tribes, none is more completely symbolic. An extremely wide 
circle—one hundred and fifty feet in diameter—of firewood has been laid 
in the centre of the square. Outside this at intervals are piles of more 
firewood, short dry branches of fragrant trees. 

‘At the height of the moon, the headman gives the signal for the 
ceremony to begin. The band of drummers, stationed to one side of the 
rampart gate, is ready. The drums are hollow logs; one end is open; over the 
other is stretched a tympanum of boarskin; they lie horizontally side by 
side; vary in length from two to twenty feet, but are so placed that the 
closed ends are in alignment facing the circle of firewood; they vary in 
diameter also, but even the smallest is a foot high. Each drummer sits 
astride his instrument above its closed end, upon which he plays with his 
bare hands and fingers. 

‘At the chief’s signal, the player of the largest drum stretches his arms 
high over his head and brings the heels of both hands down hard on the face 
of his instrument. There is a deep, resounding boom, a sound such as no 
other instrument has ever produced; as low and resonant as the deepest 
organ note, as startlingly sudden as an explosion. A prowling cat five miles 
away will halt and cringe at that sound. The stillness that follows trembles 


in the memory of it; as that tremor dwindles the drummer strikes again—the 
cadence is established. Again, again. Slowly, steadily the great drum 
booms, a measure so large, so stately, so majestic, that all that follows is 
subordinated to it and partakes of its dignity. 

‘The people of the village have already gathered around the margin of the 
Square; some sit on the ground, some stand, all are raptly intent. My father 
is seated on a platform directly in front of the rampart gate; I am on his left, 
the headman on his right, our hundred men seated on the ground further 
along. There is no movement anywhere save the flicker of low fires, and no 
sound save the steady tremendous boom of the great drum. 

‘But now something is happening, for a new note creeps subtly into the 
slow period of the drumbeat—another smaller drum, then another, then 
another, sounding a submeasure of lesser beats, quicker pulsations that 
originate in the parent sound and lift away from it like dwindling echoes. 
From the far side of the clearing a procession of shadowy figures emerges, 
and in their midst appear six men bearing on their shoulders a large square 
chest. The figures move slowly, in time with the fundamental measure, till 
they are on this side of the circle of firewood; then the six bearers turn 
toward the circle, and the others, in front of them and behind them, turn 
toward us. The bearers, still in time, move forward toward the circle, step 
over the wood with their burden, and deposit it in the centre of the ring, 
while the others, also keeping to the measure, approach our position, about 
face, and seat themselves on the ground to either side of our platform. 

‘Still another motif now enters the rhythmic cadence—all the remaining 
drums, at first softly, almost imperceptibly, then more definitely, take up 
this new, lighter, quicker variation, which weaves itself into the major 
pattern like brocaded figures into damask—the whole a rich fabric of 
strength, delicacy, and incredible complexity of design. And now a file of 
torches appears far across the clearing, comes closer—they seem 
numberless, but are forty-eight, I know—one for each of our tribes. And we 
see that they are borne aloft, each in the hand of a slim naked girl whose 
dancing movements are in accord with the new lighter measure of the 
drums. The file passes before us, each member gracefully maintaining the 
rhythmic motif, till, equally spaced, they face the circle, each the stem of a 
bright flower in a swaying garland of flame. 


‘For a few minutes they dance thus, keeping their relative positions 
around the circle, but advancing periodically a few feet toward the centre 
then withdrawing; and they do this so perfectly in unison that, while their 
feet and bodily gestures obey the lighter, quicker rhythm, their advances 
and retreats are tuned to the original, fundamental pulse, and the flares in 
their hands become jewels of flame, set in a magic ring which contracts ... 
dilates ... contracts ... dilates ... like a living heart, pumping blood. Then, 
with a sudden swell and dwindling of the lesser drums, there is a terminal, 
maximal contracture—the girls have advanced quite to the circle of 
firewood, dropped their torches upon it each at her respective point; have 
then, without seeming to lose a rhythmic movement, executed a final retreat 
—faded back from the circle like so many shadows, and fallen on the 
ground perfectly straight, each in a radial line, each as motionless as if she 
were bound to a spoke of some gigantic wheel. 

‘The great circle of wood soon kindles into an unbroken ring of fire, 
symbol of eternal passion; and as the flames mount, the drumming grows 
louder and more turbulent, as if the fire were bringing it to a boil. A warrior, 
whose oiled skin gleams in the light, leaps through the flames into the 
inside of the circle, reaches the large square chest in the centre, unfastens 
and turns back the lid, and vanishes through the far rim of the fire. 

‘Every eye is focused on the chest beyond the flames. There is a slight 
shift of the rhythm—so slight as entirely to escape an unaccustomed ear. 
But the dancing girls catch it, and instantly are on their feet again in another 
figure of their ceremonial gesture—a languorous, lithe, sinuous twist with 
which they again advance toward the fiery circle. They incorporate into this 
figure of their dance movements whereby they take branches from the extra 
piles and toss them into the fire. The blaze mounts steadily. No one is 
noticing the girls now, however; no one is aware of the pervasive incense 
from the fragrant burning wood. For something is rising from the chest— 
the head of a gigantic black python, that rears four—five—six feet above 
the rim and swings about bewildered by the encircling fire. 

‘Now the warrior reappears, holding aloft in his two hands an infant of 
the tribe. Swiftly, with the infant so held as to be out of reach of the licking 
flames, again he bounds through the fire into the circle. At the same time 
the most beautiful maiden of the tribe, her bare body oiled like the 
watrior’s, appears within the ring from the opposite side. The python, still 


bewildered, swings back and forth. The warrior and the maiden dance three 
times in opposite directions around the serpent. And now, though none has 
seen it happen, the girl has the infant in her arms; the python, sensing 
danger in the entrapping flames and the tumult of the drums, withdraws into 
his chest. The warrior closes and fastens the lid and vanishes through the far 
wall of fire. The drums have gone mad. The girl, holding the baby aloft in 
both hands, faces us, dashes forward with a cry that transcends the 
crescendo of drumming, a shriek like that of a woman in the last spasm of 
labour, leaps high through the blaze, runs toward our platform, and gently 
lays the unharmed infant at our feet ...’ 


There was a long silence. Frimbo sat looking into the flickering mock- 
embers on his artificial hearth, seeing those faraway genuine ones of woods 
that burned with a fragrance like incense. John Archer was silent and still, 
absorbed in the other man’s fine dark face. Perhaps he was wondering, 
‘Could this man have committed a murder? Whom would he want to kill? 
Why? What is he—charlatan or prophet? What is his part in this puzzle— 
what indeed is not possible to this mind that in a moment steps out of cold 
abstract reason into the warm symbolic beauty of a barbaric rite?’ 

But what the physician actually said was, ‘Rather a dangerous ceremony, 
isn’t it?’ 

Frimbo gathered himself back into the present, smiled, and answered, 
‘Are conception and birth without danger?’ 

After a moment the doctor said, ‘My own youth was so utterly different.’ 

“Yet perhaps as interesting to me as mine would have been to you.’ 

‘The age of twelve,’ laughed the other, ‘recalls nothing more exciting 
than a strawberry festival in the vestry of my father’s church.’ 

“Your father was a minister?’ 

“Yes. He died shortly after I finished college. I wanted to study medicine. 
One of my profs had a wealthy friend. He saw me through. I’ve been 
practicing nearly ten years—and haven’t finished paying him back yet. 
That’s my biography. Hardly dramatic, is it?’ 

“You have omitted the drama, my friend. Your father’s struggle to 
educate you, his clinging on to life just to see you complete a college 
training—which had been denied him; your desperate helplessness, facing 
the probability of not being able to go on into medicine; the impending 


alternative of teaching school in some Negro academy; the thrill of 
discovering help; the rigid economy, to keep the final amount of your debt 
as low as possible—the summers of menial work as a bell boy or waiter or 
porter somewhere, constantly taking orders from your inferiors, both white 
and black; the licence to practice—and nothing to start on; more menial 
work—months of it—to accumulate enough for a down payment on your 
equipment; the first case that paid you and the next dozen that didn’t; the 
prolonged struggle against your initial material handicaps—the resentment 
you feel at this moment against your inability to do what you are mentally 
equipped to do. If drama is struggle, my friend, your life is a perfect play.’ 

Dr Archer stared. 

‘I swear! You actually are something of a seer, aren’t you?’ 

‘Not at all. You told me all that in the few words you spoke. I filled in the 
gaps, that is all. I have done more with less. It is my livelihood.’ 

‘But—how? The accuracy of detail—’ 

‘Even if it were as curious as you suggest, it should occasion no great 
wonder. It would be a simple matter of transforming energy, nothing more. 
So-called mental telepathy, even, is no mystery, so considered. Surely the 
human organism cannot create anything more than itself; but it has created 
the radio-broadcasting set and receiving set. Must there not be within the 
organism, then, some counterpart of these? I assure you, doctor, that this 
complex mechanism which we call the living body contains its broadcasting 
set and its receiving set, and signals sent out in the form of invisible, 
inaudible, radiant energy may be picked up and converted into sight and 
sound by a human receiving set properly tuned in.’ 

He paused while the doctor sat speechless. Then he continued: 

‘But this is much simpler than that. Is it at all mystifying that you should 
walk into a sick room, make certain examinations, and say, “This patient 
has so-and-so. He got it in such-and-such a way approximately so long ago; 
he has these-and-these changes in such-and-such organs; he will die in 
such-and-such a fashion in approximately so long’? No. I have merely 
practiced observation to the degree of great proficiency; that, together with 
complete faith in a certain philosophy enables me to do what seems 
mystifying. I can study a person’s face and tell his past, present, and future.’ 

The physician smiled. ‘Even his name?’ 


‘That is never necessary,’ smiled Frimbo in the same spirit. ‘He always 
manages to tell me that without knowing it. There are tricks in all trades, of 
course. But fundamentally I deceive no one.’ 

‘I can understand your ability to tell the present—even the past, in a 
general way. But the future—’ 

‘The future is as inevitably the outcome of the present as the present is of 
the past. That is the philosophy I mentioned.’ 

‘Determinism?’ 

‘If you like. But a determinism so complete as to include everything— 
physical and mental. An applied determinism.’ 

‘I don’t see how there can be any such thing as an applied determinism.’ 

‘Because—?’ 

‘Because to apply it is to deny it. Assuming the ability to “apply” 
anything is free will, pure and simple.’ 

“You are correct,’ agreed Frimbo, ‘as far as you go.’ 

‘Why,’ the doctor continued warmly, ‘anyone who achieved a true 
freedom of will—a will that had no reference to its past—was not moulded 
in every decision by its own history—a power that could step out of things 
and act as a cause without being itself an effect—good heavens!—such a 
creature would be a god!’ 

‘Not quite a god, perhaps,’ said the other softly. 

“What do you mean?’ 

‘I mean that such a creature would be a god only to those bound by a 
deterministic order like ours. But you forget that ours is not—cannot be— 
the only order in the universe. There must be others—orders more complex 
perhaps than our simple cause-and-effect. Imagine, for instance, an order in 
which a cause followed its effect instead of preceding it—someone has 
already brought forward evidence of such a possibility. A creature of such 
an order could act upon our order in ways that would be utterly 
inconceivable to us. So far as our system is concerned, he would have 
complete freedom of will, for he would be subject only to his order, not to 
ours.’ 

‘That’s too much metaphysics for me,’ confessed the physician. ‘Come 
on back to this little earth.’ 

‘Even on this little earth,’ said Frimbo, ‘minds occasionally arise that 
belong to another order. We call them prophets.’ 


‘And have you ever known a prophet?’ 

‘I know,’ said the other in an almost inaudible voice, ‘that it is possible to 
escape this order and assume another.’ 

‘How do you know?’ 

‘Because I can do it.’ 

Had he shouted instead of whispering, John Archer could not have 
exhibited greater amazement. 

“You can—what?’ 

‘Do not ask me how. That is my secret. But we have talked together 
enough now for you to know I do not say anything lightly. And I tell you in 
all seriousness that here, in a world of rigidly determined causes and effects, 
Frimbo is free—as free as a being of another order.’ 

The doctor simply could not speak. 

‘It is thus I am able to be of service to those who come to me. I act upon 
their lives. I do not have to upset their order. I simply change the velocity of 
what is going on. I am a catalyst. I accelerate or retard a reaction without 
entering into it. This changes the cross currents, so that the coincidences are 
different from what they would otherwise be. A husband reaches home 
twenty minutes too soon. A traveller misses his train—and escapes death in 
a wreck. Simple, is it not?’ 

“You’ve certainly retarded my reactions,’ said Dr Archer. ‘You’ve 
paralysed me.’ 


It was ten o’clock when finally the physician rose to go. They had talked on 
diverse and curious topics, but no topic had been so diverse and curious as 
the extraordinary mind of Frimbo himself. He seemed to grasp the 
essentials of every discussion and whatever arose brought forth from him 
some peculiar and startling view that the physician had never hitherto 
considered. Dr Archer had come to observe and found himself the object of 
the observation. To be sure, Frimbo had told how, as an adventurous lad, he 
had been sent to a mission school in Liberia; how at twenty he had assumed 
the leadership of his nation, his father having been fatally injured in a 
hunting expedition; but after a year, had turned it over to his brother, who 
was ten months younger than he, and had departed for America to acquire 
knowledge of western civilization—America because of his American 
mission school beginning. He had studied under private tutors for three 


years in preparation for college; had been irregularly allowed to take 
entrance examinations and had passed brilliantly; but had acquired a bitter 
prejudice against the dominant race that had seemed to be opposing his 
purpose. Many episodes had fostered this bitterness, making it the more 
acute in one accustomed to absolute authority and domination. But all this, 
even as it was being told, had somehow increased the physician’s sense of 
failure in this first meeting. It was too much under Frimbo’s direction. And 
so he suggested another call on the morrow, to which Frimbo agreed 
promptly. 

‘I have a little experiment in which you would be interested,’ he said. 

‘I had really intended to discuss the mystery of this assault,’ the doctor 
declared. ‘Perhaps we can do that tomorrow?’ 

Frimbo smiled. 

‘Mystery? That is no mystery. It is a problem in logic, and perfectly 
calculable. I have one or two short-cuts which I shall apply tomorrow night, 
of course, merely to save time. But genuine mystery 1s incalculable. It is all 
around us—we look upon it every day and do not wonder at it at all. We are 
fools, my friend. We grow excited over a ripple, but exhibit no curiosity 
over the depth of the stream. The profoundest mysteries are those things 
which we blandly accept without question. See. You are almost white. I am 
almost black. Find out why, and you will have solved a mystery.’ 

“You don’t think the causes of a mere death a worthy problem?’ 

‘The causes of a death? No. The causes of death, yes. The causes of life 
and death and variation, yes. But what on earth does it really matter who 
killed Frimbo—except to Frimbo?’ 

They stood a moment in silence. Presently Frimbo added in an almost 
bitter murmur: 

‘The rest of the world would do better to concern itself with why Frimbo 
was black.’ 

Dr Archer shook hands and departed. He went out into the night in 
somewhat the state of mind of one waking from odd dreams in a dark room. 
A little later he was mounting his own stoop. Before opening his door he 
stopped for a moment, looking back at the house across the street. With a 
hand on the knob, he shook his head and, contrary to his custom, indulged 
in a popular phrase: 

“What a man!’ he said softly. 


CHAPTER XX 


EVENING had fallen and still Bubber Brown, Inc., had not been able to 
decide on a proper course of action. He had wandered about Harlem’s 
streets unaware of its Sunday-best liveliness and colour. Sly, come-hither 
eyes that fell upon him had kindled no sheikish response, trim silken calves 
had not even momentarily captured his dull, drifting stare, bright laughter of 
strolling dark crowds had not warmed his weary heart. Even his swagger 
had forsaken him. He had rolled along, a frankly bow-legged man, and the 
mind behind his blank features had rolled likewise, a rudderless bark on a 
troubled sea of indecision. 

A mystery movie in which the villainous murderer turned out to be a 
sweet young girl of eighteen had not at all quickened Bubber’s imagination. 
Leaving the theatre, he had stopped in Nappy Shank’s Café for supper; but 
the pigtails and hoppin’-john, which he meditatively consumed there from a 
platter on a white porcelain counter, likewise yielded no inspiration. 

Eventually, in the early evening, his wandering brought him to Henry 
Patmore’s Pool Room, and after standing about for a few minutes watching 
the ivory balls click, he made his way to the rear room where blackjack was 
the attraction. 

An impish fate so contrived matters that the first player he saw was 
Spider Webb, whose detention he had brought about the night before. 
Spider at first glared at him, then grinned a trifle too pleasantly. 

‘Detective Brown, as I live!’ he greeted. ‘Do you guys know the 
detective? Who you squealin’ on tonight, detective?’ 

Bubber had forgotten until now Spider’s threat last night. The abrupt 
reminder further upset his already unsteady poise. It was clear now that 
Spider really meant to square the account. To conceal his discomfiture, 
Bubber calmly seated himself at the table and bought two dollars’ worth of 
chips. 


‘Deal me in,’ said he casually, ignoring Spider Webb. 

‘Sure—deal him in. He’s a good guy.’ 

Had the situation been normal it is likely that Bubber would promptly 
have lost his two dollars, got up, and departed. But inasmuch as his mind 
was now on anything but the cards, his customarily disastrous judgment 
was quite eliminated, and the laws of chance had an opportunity to operate 
to his advantage. In the course of an hour he had acquired twenty dollars’ 
worth of his fellow players’ chips and had become too fascinated at the 
miraculous, steady growth of his pile to leave the game. And of course, no 
one, not even an ordinarily poor gambler like Bubber, could run away from 
luck, not only because of what he might miss thereby but also because the 
losers expected a sporting chance to win back their money and could 
become remarkably disagreeable if it should be denied them. 

But Bubber continued to win, the only disturbing part of this being that 
most of his gain was Spider Webb’s loss. He did not know that Spider was 
gambling with money collected from policy-players, money that must be 
turned in early tomorrow morning; but he knew that Spider was taking risks 
that one rarely took with one’s own hard-earned cash. And he soon saw 
whither this was directed. For whenever Bubber won a deal by holding a 
blackjack, Spider grimly undertook to break him by ‘stopping the bank’— 
that is by wagering at every opportunity an amount equal to whatever 
Bubber possessed, hoping thus to pluck him clean on the turn of a single 
hand. 

With luck running in Bubber’s direction, however, this plunging soon 
proved disastrous to Spider. By the time Bubber’s twenty dollars had 
swelled to forty, Spider, certain that the moment was at hand when the tide 
must turn, ‘stopped’ the forty dollars with all he had. Chance chose that 
moment to give Bubber another blackjack. Spider’s curses were gems. 

The heavy loser had now no recourse save to leave the game, and he did 
so with ill grace. A few minutes later, one Red Williams, a hanger-on at 
Pat’s who was everybody’s friend or enemy as profitable opportunity might 
direct, came into the card room from the pool parlour and called Bubber 
aside. 

‘Is you won money from Spider Webb?’ he inquired in a low tone that 
clearly indicated the importance of what hung on the answer. 

‘Sho’,’ admitted Bubber. ‘Does it pain you too?’ 


‘Listen. I heard Spider talkin’ to Tiger Shade jes’ now. Seem like Spider 
had it in for you anyhow. I don’t know what you done to him befo’, but 
whatever ’twas he could ’a’ scrambled you with pleasure. But when you 
ups and wins his money too, that jes’ ’bout set ’im on fire. Fu’thermo’, that 
wasn’t his money he los’—that was players’ money. If he don’ turn in 
nothin’ in the mornin’, his boss Spencer knows he’s been stealin’ and that’s 
his hips. If any o’ his players git lucky and hit and don’t git paid, that’s his 
hips too. Either way it’s his hips. So from what I heard him whisperin’ to 
his boy, Tiger, he’s plannin’ to substitute yo’ hips fo’ his’n.’ 

“Talk sense, man. What you mean?’ 

‘Mean Tiger is done agreed to lay for you and remove both yo’ winnin’s 
and yo’ school gal complexion. Tonight.’ 

“You sho’?’ 

‘I heard ’em. You better slip on out befo’ they git wise you onto ’em.’ 

‘O. K. Thanks.’ 

‘Thanks? Is that all it’s worth to you—much as you done won?’ 

“Wait a minute.’ Bubber made extravagant excuses to the house and 
cashed his chips. He returned to the waiting informer and handed him a 
dollar. ‘Here—git yo’self a pint 0’ gut-bucket. See y’ later.’ 

Sourly, Red Williams gazed upon the bill in his hand. ‘Hmph!’ grumbled 
he. ‘Is this all that nigger thinks his life is worth?’ Then he grinned. ‘But it 
won’t be worth this much when Tiger Shade git hold of ’im. No, suh!’ 


Bubber sought to elude those who conspired against him by making a hasty 
exit through the barroom instead of through the poolroom, where apparently 
the plot had been hatched. This would have been wholly successful had not 
Tiger Shade already taken his stand on the sidewalk outside, between the 
poolroom and barroom entrances. 

‘Hello, there, Bubber, ol’ boy,’ he greeted as Bubber came out and started 
to walk rapidly away. 

It was perhaps the most unwelcome greeting Bubber had ever heard. He 
returned it hurriedly and would have kept going, but the Tiger called 
pleasantly, ‘Hey, wait a minute—I’m goin’ your way. What’s y’ hurry?’ 

‘Got a heavy date and I’m way late,’ came over Bubber’s shoulder. 

But in what seemed like three strides, the Tiger had overtaken and was 
beside him. For Tiger Shade was by a fair margin the tallest, widest, and 


thickest man in Harlem. He was bigger than the gigantic Officer Small, one 
of Bubber’s companions of last night—and one for whose presence Bubber 
would have been most grateful now. And the Tiger was as bad as he was 
big. His was no simulated malice like Jinx’s, no feigned ill-humour arising 
as a sort of defence mechanism; no, the Tiger simply enjoyed a congenital 
absence of sympathy. This had been too extreme even for those occupations 
where it might have been considered an advantage. He might have been a 
great boxer, but he simply could not remember to take the rules seriously. 
When he got interested in putting an opponent out, he saw no sound 
objection to doing so by hitting him below the belt or by snapping his head 
back with one hand and smiting him on the Adam’s apple with the other. 
And when the opponent thus disposed of lay writhing or gasping as the case 
might be, Tiger always thought the hisses of the crowd were meant for the 
fallen weakling. 

Hence he didn’t rise high in the pugilistic firmament; but nobody crossed 
his path in that lowly part of Harlem where he moved. His reputation was 
known, and his history of destruction was the more terrible because it was 
so impersonal. He proceeded in combat as methodically as a machine; was 
quite as effective when acting for someone else as when acting for himself, 
and in neither case did he ever exhibit any profound emotion. True, he had a 
light sense of humour. For example, he had once held an adversary’s head 
in the crook of his elbow and with his free hand torn one of the unfortunate 
fellow’s ears off. He was given to such little drolleries; they amused him 
much as it amuses a small boy to pull off the wings of a fly; but it was quite 
as impersonally innocent. 

It is hardly accurate to say that Tiger walked along beside Bubber. He 
walked along above Bubber, looming ominously like a prodigious shadow, 
and fully as tenacious. He did so without effort, smoothly, taking 
approximately one step to Bubber’s three; he glided. Bubber bounced along 
hurriedly, explaining how he had allowed the time to get away from him 
and must rush but did not want to inconvenience his unexpected companion 
by so swift a pace. Tiger assured him that the pace was anything but 
exhausting. 

It was about the hour at which his moonsign had appeared to him on the 
night before. ‘Wonder do you see yo’self when you dead?’ he asked 
himself. ‘Maybe the third one is me!’ 


‘Huh?’ inquired Tiger. 

‘Nothin’. Jes’ thinkin’ out loud.’ 

It was a mistake that he did not make again. But what he thought further, 
as the two progressed southward along Harlem’s Fifth Avenue, was evident 
from what he presently did. 

‘I ain’t got but one chance to shake this boogy loose. That’s ’cause he 
don’t know that I know what he’s aimin’ to do. He didn’t see Red come in 
the card-room and tell me the bad news. So the thing to do is surprise him; 
got to stay here on the Avenue till I get a chance to duck around a corner 
and run like hell up a side street. By the time he realize’ what I’ve done, not 
expectin’ me to know nothin’, Pll have a start on him. When he look he 
won’t see nothin’ but the soles 0’ my feet. I'll be runnin’ so fas’ he’ll think 
I’m layin’ down.—But what’s the use runnin’ if I ain’ got no place to run 
to? Lemme see. Hot damn—lI got it! The doctor—tright in the next street. I 
was goin’ to see him anyhow, see if he could tell me how to help Jinx. Now 
I got to see him. Feet, get ready. And fo’ Gawd’s sake keep out 0’ each 
other’s way!’ 

They crossed 130th Street. As they mounted the far curb and would have 
passed the building line, suddenly Bubber pointed in astonishment. ‘Good- 
night! Look a yonder! Done been a accident!’ And as Tiger Shade 
innocently peered ahead, the trickster did a right turn, snatched off his hat, 
and flew. 

He had estimated Tiger’s reaction correctly. Tiger even walked on past 
the building line before he realized that he was alone, and Bubber was at the 
physician’s stoop before Tiger’s pursuit got under way. 

The front door was at that moment opening to let out a patient who had 
come to see the doctor and found him out. The patient was in a bad humour. 
He needed treatment for certain scratches, abrasions, and bruises which his 
physiognomy had sustained before he had been able to subdue a violent 
wife. The wife had taken it upon herself to follow a certain private detective 
to a certain private residence the night before, and had come thus to 
discover her husband in an unexplainably trouserless state. The 
misunderstanding which had arisen then had waxed into an energetic 
physical encounter this morning; and though the lady had been duly 
subdued, she had, so to speak, made her mark first. Further the patient’s 
present ill humour had been increased by the difficulty of getting a 


physician on a Sunday evening. Dr Archer had been his fifth unsuccessful 
attempt, and he emerged from the hallway, where a housekeeper had told 
him the doctor was out for the evening, in a state of repressed, scowling 
rage which was the more rancorous because it was facially painful to scowl. 
Indeed he was at the moment praying to high heaven that the blippety- 
blipped so-and-so that got him in the jam in the first place be delivered into 
his hands just for sixty seconds. 

It was therefore not coincidence but the efficacy of honest prayer which 
brought Bubber bounding up the stoop just as the large, disappointed 
gentleman turned to descend. There was just enough light before the door 
closed for each to recognize the other. And it might have inspired a new 
philosophy of the organism had some competent observer been there to see 
how so utterly different emotions in so utterly dissimilar men produced so 
completely identical reactions: malicious glee on the gentleman’s part, 
consternation on Bubber’s, but abrupt and total immobility in both cases. 
Before action could relieve that mutual paralysis, Tiger Shade was at hand. 

At such moments, imbecility becomes genius. Bubber, accordingly, 
became a superman. ‘Come on, boy!’ he shouted to the leaping Tiger. ‘Here 
he is—this the guy I was chasin’! He grabbed my money at the corner and 
run! Come on, let’s get ’im!’ Whereupon he lunged upward and tackled the 
dumbfounded husband about the knees. Tiger, whose real interest lay in 
recovering the money, of which he was to receive part, hesitated now but a 
moment; swept up the stairs and lay hold of the accused, whom Bubber 
promptly released below. When Doctor Archer’s housekeeper opened the 
door again to see what the sudden rumpus was about, her astonished eyes 
beheld two heavyweights engaged in a wrestling match. It ended as she 
watched. 

‘Hand it over,’ she heard the victor, sitting astride the other, advise. 

‘I ain’t been near no corner!’ panted the uncomfortable underling. ‘I’m 
after that tubby runt, too! Where’d he go? Lemme up! Which a way’d he 
go?’ 

‘Get off my stoop, you hoodlums,’ cried the outraged housekeeper, ‘else 
I’ll call the police. Go on now! Get off 0’ my stoop!’ 

Her admonitions were unnecessary. Bubber’s absence was sufficient 
evidence of his stratagem. Tiger desisted, whipping about just in time to see 


the elusive Bubber enter the house directly opposite across the street and 
carefully close the door behind him. 
‘There he goes!’ exclaimed he. ‘Come on—let’s get him!’ 


Across the street they sped, scuffled up the brownstone stoop and burst 
through the door. Tiger, who was first, glanced up the stairs, which the 
fugitive could not possibly yet have traversed. 

‘He’s down here some place—on this floor. Let’s look. Come on.’ 

His new ally hesitated. 

‘Say—you know what this is?’ 

‘What?’ 

‘This place is a undertaker’s parlour!’ 

‘I don’t care if it’s a undertaker’s bathroom, I’m goin’ in here and look 
for that boogy. He can’t pull no fast one on me like that.’ 

They found Undertaker Crouch’s rooms invitingly accessible and 
apparently quite empty. They went into the parlour and stopped. There was 
a faint funeral fragrance in the air, and a strange, unnatural quiet over all 
that immediately subdued their movements to cautious tiptoeing and their 
voices to low muttering. 

‘I ain’ crazy *bout lookin’ for nobody in here,’ announced the husband. 

‘Aw, what you scared 0’?’ the Tiger reassured him. ‘Dead folks ain’ no 
trouble.’ 

‘They ain’ no trouble to me—I don’t get that close to ’em.’ 

“Well—you don’t see none do you?’ 

‘I ain’ looked. First one I see, I bids you both good-evenin’.’ 

‘I thought you wanted some o’ this guy?’ 

‘Some of him? In a place like this, I couldn’t use two of him. My mind 
wouldn’t be on what I was doin’.’ 

‘Well, ’'m go’n’ get ’im tonight. He’s got eighty bucks 0’ my buddy’s 
dough. If he gives me the slip tonight, them bucks is long gone.’ 

‘And if I hear any funny noises, I’m long gone.’ 

‘Come on. Let’s look back yonder.’ 

‘Go ahead—I’Il wait for you.’ 

‘He’s tricky—it’ II take both of us to find ’im.’ 

‘O.K. ’'m behind you. But I ain’t lettin’ nothin’ get ’tween me and the 
door.’ 





‘Did you leave it open?’ 

‘I sho’ did.’ 

But the words were no sooner out of his mouth than the door was heard 
to swing gently shut. 

‘The wind,’ explained Tiger Shade. 

‘Oh, yea?’ 

“What else could it be?’ 

‘The Spirit of St Louis for all I know.’ 

‘Come on.’ 

“What you waitin’ for?’ 

“Come on.’ 

‘O.K. Start out. If you turn round and don’t see me you'll know I jes’ lost 
my enthusiasm.’ 

None too eagerly, Tiger started out, followed by his reluctantally. Several 
tubbed palms stood supercilious and motionless along the walls, and these 
the two searchers eyed distrustfully as they passed. They reached the wide 
doorway of the rear room without noting any evidence of their quarry. The 
rear room was dark save for what shadowy illumination reached it from the 
dim light of the parlour. Close together, the husband peering around the 
more venturesome Tiger, their wide eyes trying vainly to discern the 
contents of the room, they halted on the threshold. 

It occurred to both of them to feel for a switch-button on the wall beside 
the door, and still eyeing the shadows they simultaneously felt. Contact 
with an open live wire could have given either no greater shock than he got 
at this unexpected contact with a hand. For one palsied moment their 
fingers stuck together as if to an electrified object which, once grasped, 
could not be released. Then the husband snatched his hand away, wheeled 
and took the first stride in flight. Only the first. The Tiger, having wheeled 
also, was so close behind him as to be able to grab him from behind, and his 
comrade, not knowing what held him, gave a hoarse moan, slipped on the 
polished hardwood floor, and sprawled. 

‘Hey you dumbbell,’ muttered Tiger, recovered and master of himself 
again, but still noticeably dyspnoeic. ‘That was only me. Come on—snap 
out of this monkey-business.’ 

‘I felt a human hand!’ the other whispered getting up sheepishly. 

“Well, don’t I look human?’ 


“Was it you? Huh—well—yea, you look human all right. But if you grab 
hold o’ me the next time I start to run, you won’t look human no mo’. 
You'll look like you been ridin’ a wild steer.’ 

‘Come on. That guy is hidin’ in there.’ 

‘Somehow I done los’ interest in that guy.’ 

At this moment a curious sound rose to their ears. 

“What’s that?’ 

It was startlingly close—a distinct chorus of voices singing. Even the 
words of the song were easily distinguishable: 


‘Am I born to die? 

Oh, am I born to die? 
Lord, am I born to die 
To lay this body down?’ 





‘What kind 0’ house is this?’ 
Tiger’s wealth of reassurance was rapidly being exhausted. ‘Can’t you 
think 0’ none o’ the answers? That’s somebody’s radio.’ 


‘One of these mornings bright and fair, 
Lay this body down— 

Going to take my wings and try the air, 
Lay this body down 

Lord am I born to die?’ 





‘No radio never sounded like that. Them’s sho’ ’nough voices and they’s 
in this house.’ 


‘Oh, am I born to die 
To lay this body down?’ 


‘Not me!’ 

‘Listen,’ said Tiger. ‘That’s only a radio. Let’s give this place one mo’ 
look. He got to be in there. If he can go in there, so can we.’ 

‘All right. But no holdin’ in the clinches.’ 


Again, in the closest possible formation and in utter silence, they 
advanced to the rear room door. 

‘Whyn’t you feel for the light ag’in?’ 

“Wait. PIl strike a match.’ The Tiger did so with none too steady fingers. 
By its fluttering, feeble, yellow flare two pairs of dilated eyes surveyed 
what could be seen of the room—a large desk on the right in the far corner, 
two windows in the back wall, a chair or two, and— 

‘Lawd have mercy—look a yonder!’ 

But the Tiger had needed no such admonition—he was looking with one 
hundred percent of his eyesight. Along the left wall stretched a long table, 
upon which, covered with a sheet, lay an unmistakably human form. 

The match went out. 

The pair stood momentarily cataleptic, their eyes fixed on the body 
which, once seen, remained now vaguely but positively visible even in the 
shadows. Before their shock passed a mysterious thing, an awful thing, 
began to happen, holding them fast in a horrified moment of fascination: 
slowly the white form moved in the shadow, seemed to change shape, to lift 
and widen like vapour. At the moment when their very eyeballs seemed 
about to burst, singing voices came again with that disturbing query: 

‘Am I born to die?’ 

Their spastic paralysis broke into convulsions of activity. 

‘Not here!’ gasped the husband. And this time Tiger Shade did not 
overtake him till they both hit the sidewalk at the base of the front stoop and 
headed in opposite directions for more light. 

Bubber, sitting fully erect now on the side of the table, cast the sheet 
aside and stood up with a sigh of relief. ‘Frimbo ain’t got a thing on me,’ 
said he. ‘If that ain’t risin’ from the dead, what is it?’ 

But the chorus of the singing was disturbing him as much as it had his 
pursuers. While allowing the latter time to retreat to a safe distance he 
decided to investigate the former. ‘Might as well find out all I can ’bout this 
morgue. Which a way—?’ 

He listened. He moved toward the door which led from the room directly 
into the back of the first-floor balcony. At the head of the stairs leading 
down to the basement he saw light below, and realized that the sound was 
coming from that direction. The singing had stopped. Just over his head, in 


the flight above, soft footsteps were distinctly audible. He waited, listening. 
Presently the front door clicked shut. 

‘Wonder if that was that flunky goin’ out?’ 

It was too late to attempt to follow, however, and so he pursued his 
present investigation. The singing had stopped. Bubber went on down the 
stairs as noiselessly as he could. In the hall below, which corresponded to 
its fellows above, he paused and listened again. The light he had seen came 
from a door which was only partly open; the prowler could not see around it 
without going too close. But he heard significant sounds: 

‘Is they anybody heah,’ a deep evangelic voice was saying, ‘what don’t 
expect to shake my hand up in glory?’ 

‘No!’ shouted a number of voices. 

‘The spirit of the Lord has been in this place tonight!’ 

“Yes!’ avowed the chorus. 

‘Did you feel it?’ 

“Yes!” 

‘Did it stir yo’ soul?’ 

“Yes, Jesus!’ 

‘Move you to do good deeds?’ 

“Yes, indeed. Amen, brother!’ 

‘Aw right then. Now let’s take up the collection.’ 

Silence, abrupt and unanimous. 

Bubber grinned in the hall outside. ‘Church meetin’—and ’bout to break 
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up. 

He was right. Some of the members of the little group that evidently used 
Crouch’s meeting-room Sundays were already shamelessly heading for the 
hall door, en route to the freer manifestations of divine presence out of 
doors. Bubber retreated to the rear of the hall so as to attract no attention, 
and found himself at the head of the cellar stairs. It occurred to him that his 
tour of inspection might as well include the cellar, especially since that 
would allow the occupants of the meeting-room time to take up their 
collection and depart. Then he could return and investigate the basement 
floor. 


He had procured at a drugstore during his wanderings today, an inexpensive 
pocket flashlight in imitation of the physician and detective who had found 


such devices so useful last night. This he now produced and by its light 
started down the cellar stairs. He had to proceed cautiously for this staircase 
was not so firmly constructed as those above; but he was soon in the 
furnace-room below the sidewalk level, and his small pencil of light traced 
the objects which his predecessors had observed the night before: the 
furnace, the coal bin, the nondescript junk about the floor, the pile of trunks, 
boxes, and barrels up front. He saw the central droplight but could not turn 
it on, since its switch was at the head of the stairs he had already passed. 

And so he moved inquisitively forward toward the pile of objects up 
front. A few minutes of nosing about revealed nothing exciting, and he 
became conscious that the sounds of shuffling feet overhead had stopped. 

He was about to abandon the cellar, whose chilly dampness was 
beginning to penetrate, when, without sound or warning, the centre 
droplight went on. Feeble as it was, its effect was startling in the extreme, 
and Bubber felt for the moment trapped and helpless. He recovered his wits 
enough to crouch down among the shadows of the objects around him, and 
slowly came to realize that no one else was in the place. He awaited a 
footfall on the staircase. None came. At the moment when curiosity would 
have overcome better judgment, he heard a sound which came from beyond 
the stairs, toward the distant back wall. Cautiously looking around the 
corner of a packing case, he saw a figure emerge from the dimness. The 
figure approached the foot of the stairs, and Bubber saw that it was Frimbo, 
bareheaded, clad in a black dressing-gown. Frimbo carefully and silently 
went up the stairs; there was the sound of a bolt sliding; then Frimbo came 
down again. 

Fortunately Bubber’s protection was now nothing so unstable as an 
outspread wardrobe trunk, for he was quite unmindful of anything but the 
strange man’s movements. And curious enough they were. Frimbo grew 
dim again in the shadow, then reemerged with a paper bundle in his arms. 
He laid this down several feet from, and in front of the furnace, which was 
against the left wall and facing toward the centre. The bundle thus rested 
almost directly beneath the droplight, and Bubber could see that its paper 
wrapping had a greasy appearance, as if its contents had been dripping with 
oil. Frimbo went to the furnace door and flung it wide. The red of the bright 
coals touched his awesome face to a glow, contrasting oddly with the 
yellow light behind him. He seized a long-handled shovel standing beside 


the furnace and returning, lifted the bundle upon it, reapproached the open 
door and thrust the thing in. The ignition of the package was instantaneous, 
the flames from it belching out of the aperture before Frimbo closed it. Now 
he replaced the shovel, went up the stairs again, unbolted the door at the 
top, came down, and disappeared in the darkness at the rear. There was a 
soft sound like the one that had heralded Frimbo’s appearance, and a 
moment later the centre light went out. 

Among all the bewildering questions which must have presented 
themselves to Bubber now, the greatest was surely, ‘What’s he burnin’?’ 
For a long time, perhaps half an hour, the spy remained where he was, 
afraid to move. Eventually, the compelling impulse to look into the furnace 
and trust to providence for escape, if necessary, moved him out of his 
refuge and toward the fire. 

Every foot or two he stopped to make sure there was no sound. It was 
clear that Frimbo had some means of travelling about the house other than 
the stairs, and it was probable that he would not return to the cellar without 
switching on the light from whatever distant connection he had contrived. 
But Bubber had to reassure himself somewhat as to the mysterious avenue 
of approach before satisfying his major curiosity. He invaded the territory 
through which Frimbo had departed, and could discover no ordinary exit. 
There was no cellar door leading up to the back yard; the walls were solid 
cement. All that he could find was the base of the dumbwaiter shaft, and his 
little beam of light, directed up the channel, was sufficient to disclose, some 
feet above, the dangling gears and broken ropes which attested the 
uselessness of the device. 

In a state of mind which the shifting shadows about him did nothing to 
relieve, he quickly returned to the furnace and flung open the door. 
Whatever Frimbo had used to accelerate combustion had already reduced 
his bundle to a fragile-looking char; its more susceptible parts had already 
stopped blazing, and the remainder lay crumbling like the embers of a 
frame house that has burned down. Pocketing his light and working by the 
illumination from the coals, Bubber took the shovel and, with as little noise 
as possible, gently retrieved a part of what had been consigned to the 
flames. He laid it, shovel and all, on the floor, shut the furnace, and 
examined it with his flash. So intent was he now that it would have been 
easy to approach and catch him unawares. But the contents of the shovel, 


from which the glow had already faded, presented nothing susceptible to 
Bubber’s knowledge; his puzzled stare disclosed to him only that he must 
get the find out of this place and subject it to more expert inspection. 

It did not take him long to find a wooden box into which he could deposit 
what he had retrieved. Having done so, he replaced the shovel beside the 
furnace, and with the box under one arm, quietly mounted the stairs. The 
basement floor was dark. He did not stop to investigate that now, however, 
but, succeeding in making his exit by way of the basement front door, 
without a moment’s delay he ran across the street to Dr Archer’s house and, 
no less excitedly than twenty-four hours before, rang the front-door bell. 

Again the doctor himself answered the summons. 

‘Hello, Brown! What’s up?’ 

‘I done ’scovered sump’m!’ 

‘In that box? What?’ 

“You'll have to answer that, doc. Damn ’f I know.’ 

‘Come in.’ 


In the warmth and brightness of the physician’s consulting-room, Bubber 
related what he had seen and done. Meanwhile the doctor was examining 
the contents of the box on his desk, poking about in it with a long paper 
knife. He stopped poking suddenly, then, very gently resumed. Much of 
what he touched crumbled dryly apart. At last he looked up. 

‘I should say you have discovered something.’ 

“What is it, doc?’ 

‘How long did you say this burned?’ 

‘*Bout half an hour. Took me that long to make up my mind to get it out.’ 

‘Are you sure it didn’t burn longer?’ 

“With me snoopin’ ’round ’spectin’ to be bumped off any second? No, 
suh! If it was half an hour that was half an hour too long.’ 

‘Did it blaze when he first put it in the furnace?’ 

‘’Deed it did. Looked like it was bout to explode.’ 

‘Let me see now. How could he have treated human flesh so as to make it 
so quickly destructible by fire?’ The doctor mused, apparently forgetting 
Bubber’s presence. ‘Alcohol would dehydrate it, if he could infiltrate the 
tissues pretty well. He could do that by injecting through the jugulars and 
carotids. But the alcohol would evaporate—that would explain the rapid 


oxidation. Greasy? Oh, I have it! He’s simply reinjected with an 
inflammable oil—kerosene, probably. Of course. Hm—what a man!’ 

‘Doc, would you mind tellin’ me what you talkin’ ’bout?’ 

‘Have you any idea what this stuff is?’ 

“No, suh.’ 

‘It’s what’s left of a human head, neck and shoulder, a trifle over- 
cooked.’ 

‘Great day in the mornin’!’ 

‘Quite so. The extent of destruction has been sped up by treating the dead 
tissues with substances which quickly reduced the water content and 
heightened the imflammability. Maybe alcohol and kerosene—maybe 
chemicals even more efficient—it doesn’t matter.’ 

He stopped his poking and gently lifted from the box an irregular, stiff, 
fragile cinder. He placed it very carefully on a piece of white paper on his 
desk. 

‘This is exhibit A. Notice anything? No, don’t handle it—it’s too crumbly 
and we can’t afford to lose it. What do you—’ 

‘Ain’t them teeth?’ Bubber pointed to three little lumps in the char. 

“Yes. And apparently the only ones that haven’t fallen loose. I believe we 
may be able to use them. Further, this cinder represents parts of two bones, 
the maxillary, in which the upper teeth are set, and the sphenoid which joins 
it at about this point.’ 

“You don’t mean to tell me?’ gaped Bubber. 

‘I do. I do indeed. And I mean to tell you this also: that the presence of 
the sphenoid, or most of it, in a relatively free state like this is proof that its 
owner has left this world. On this bone, in life, rests a considerable part of 
the brain.’ 

‘S’posin’ a guy’s brainless, like Jinx?’ 

‘Even Jinx couldn’t make it without his sphenoid. So you see that in that 
fragile bit of the fruit of the crematory, we have an extraordinary bit of 
evidence. We have proof of a death. You see that?’ 

‘Oh, sho’ I see that.’ 

‘And we may have a means of identifying the corpse. You see that?’ 

“Well, that ain’t quite so clear.’ 

‘Never mind. It will be. And finally we have your testimony to the effect 
that Frimbo was destroying this material.’ 





‘Huh. Don’t look so good for Mr Frimbo, do it?’ 

‘Thanks to your discovery, it doesn’t.’ 

“Will that help Jinx out?’ 

‘Possibly. Even probably. But the case against Frimbo is not quite 
complete, you see, even with this.’ 

*’Tain’t? What mo’ you need?’ 

‘It might be important to know who was killed, don’t you think?’ 

*Tha’s right. Who?’ 

‘I’m sure I don’t know. Maybe nobody. These may be the remains of an 
old stiff he was dissecting—who knows? That we must find out. And there 
is one more thing to learn—Frimbo’s motive. Not only whom did he kill— 
if anybody—but why?’ 

“Why you reckon?’ 

‘That may be a hard point to convey to you, Mr Brown, so late in the 
evening. But this much I will tell you. You see, while you have been 
ruminating in the depths of Frimbo’s cellar, I have been ruminating in the 
depths of my mind.’ 

‘I hope ’tain’t as full of trash as that cellar was.’ 

‘It has its share of rubbish, I’m not ashamed to say. But what it holds just 
now is the growing conviction that Frimbo is a paranoiac.’ 

‘A—which?’ 

‘A paranoiac.’ 

‘The dirty son of a gun. Ought to be ashamed o’ hisself, huh?’ 

‘And so, my worthy collaborator, if you don’t mind leaving this precious 
clue in my hands, I’ll spend a little time and energy now freshening my 
mind on homicidal tendencies in paranoia—a most frequent symptom, if I 
recall correctly.’ 

‘Jes’ what I was thinkin’,’ agreed Bubber. ‘Well, Pll come ’round again 
tomorrow, doc. I was on my way here tonight, but I got sorta side-tracked. I 
thought you might be able to tell me how to help Jinx out.’ 

‘If this is any indication,’ smiled the doctor, pointing to the evidence, ‘the 
best thing you can do for Jinx is to get side-tracked again.’ 

Bubber thought over the day’s episodes, grinned and shook his head. 

‘Uh—uh,’ he demurred resolutely. ‘He ain’t wuth it, doc.’ 


CHAPTER XXI 


‘IN this respect,’ Dr Archer confessed to Detective Dart, who sat facing him 
across his desk the next morning, ‘Frimbo would call me a mystic. I have 
implicit faith in something I really can’t prove.’ 

‘Is it a secret?’ 

“Yes, but I'll share it with you. I believe that the body, of which these 
humble remnants are ample evidence, is the same as the one I pronounced 
dead on Saturday night.’ 

‘Shouldn’t think there’d be any doubt about that.’ 

‘There isn’t. That’s the mysticism of it. There isn’t any doubt about it in 
my mind. But I haven’t proved it. I have only yielded to a strong suspicion: 
somebody is killed, the body disappears. Frimbo steps up claiming to be the 
body. He is lying as our little blood test proved, and later he is seen 
destroying vital parts of a body. This might be another body, but I am too 
confirmed a mystic to believe so. I am satisfied to assume it is the same.’ 

“You know damn well it’s the same,’ said the practical Dart. 

‘We won’t argue the point,’ smiled Dr Archer. ‘Assuming it is the same 
—there will be reasons why Frimbo destroys a murdered man.’ 

‘Protecting himself.’ 

‘An omnipresent possibility. The victim was sped into the beyond either 
by Frimbo himself or by someone in league with Frimbo, whom Frimbo is 
trying to protect. Yes. But do you recall that we drew the same conclusions 
about Jinx Jenkins?’ 

“Well—bad as this looks for the conjure-man, it doesn’t remove the 
evidence against Jenkins. That handkerchief could be explained, but that 
club—and the way he tried to scram when the lights went out—’ 

“Very well. Nor does it eliminate the actuality of a feud between the two 
policy kings, Spencer and Brandon, in which that runner was an unfortunate 


sacrifice yesterday. Personally, I pay no more attention to that than I do to 
the ravings of Doty Hicks.’ 

‘Me, personally,’ responded Dart, ‘I pay attention to both of ’em. I 
suspect ’em all till facts let em out. And I still think that the simplest thing 
may be so. Why make it hard? Hicks or Brandon, the one out of 
superstition, the other out of greed, either one may have hired Jenkins to do 
the job. Jenkins somehow didn’t get Frimbo but got—say! I know—he got 
Frimbo’s flunky! That’s your dead body! The flunky!’ 

The physician demurred. 

‘Inspiration has its defects. Remember. The flunky ushered Jenkins to the 
entrance of the room. Jenkins went in. The victim was already in the chair 
waiting. Would the flunky have obligingly hurried around through the hall 
and got in place just so that Mr Jenkins could dispose of him? That would 
be simple indeed—too simple.’ 

“Well, maybe I’m prejudiced. But—’ 

“You are. Because that isn’t all you ignore. Why would Frimbo claim to 
be the victim if what you suggest were true? Why would he destroy the 
body of his servant? One would rather expect him to want to find and 
punish the murderer.’ 

‘All right, doc. You can out-talk me. You give us the answer.’ 

‘’'m only part way through the problem. But I had an interesting 
interview with the gentleman last night. And I’m reasonably sure he’s a 
full-fledged paranoiac.’ 

“Too bad. If he was a Mason, now, or an Odd Fellow—’ 

‘A paranoiac is a very special kind of a nut.’ 

“Well, now, that’s more like it. What’s so special about this kind of a 
nut?’ 

‘First, he has an extremely bright mind. Even flashes of brilliance.’ 

‘This bird is bright, all right.’ 

“You don’t know the half of it. You should hear him tie you up in mental 
knots the way he did me. Next thing, he has some trouble—some 
unfortunate experience, some maladjustment, or something—that starts him 
to believing the world is against him. He develops a delusion of 
persecution. Frimbo concealed his pretty well, but it cropped out once or 
twice. He came to America to study and had some trouble getting into 
college. He took it personally, and attributed it to his colour.’ 








“Where’s the delusion in that?’ 

‘The delusion in that is that plenty of students the same colour, but with 
more satisfactory formal preparation, have no such difficulty. Also that 
plenty the same colour with unsatisfactory preparation don’t draw the same 
conclusion. And also that plenty without his generous inheritance of 
pigment and with unsatisfactory preparation have the same difficulty and 
don’t draw the same conclusion.’ 

‘Call it a delusion if you want to—’ 

‘Thanks. Now your paranoiac couldn’t live if something didn’t offset that 
plaguing conviction. So he develops another delusion to balance it. He says, 
“Well, since I’m so persecuted, I must be a great guy.” He gets a delusion of 
grandeur.’ 

‘I know flocks of paranoiacs.’ 

‘Me too. But you don’t know any with the kind of delusion of grandeur 
that Frimbo has. It’s the most curious thing—and yet perfectly in case. You 
see, his first reaction to the persecution idea was flight into study. He got 
steeped in deterministic philosophy.’ 

“What the hell is that?’ 

‘The doctrine that everything, physical and mental, is inevitably a result 
of some previous cause. Well, Frimbo evidently accepted the logic of that 
philosophy, and that moulded his particular delusion of grandeur. He said, 
“Yes, everything is determined—nature, the will of man, his decisions, his 
choices—all are the products of their antecedents. This is the order of our 
existence. But /—Frimbo—I am a creature of another order. | can step out 
of the order of this existence and become, with respect to it, a free agent, 
independent of it, yet able to act upon it, reading past and present and 
modifying the future. Persecution cannot touch me—I am above it.” Do you 
see, Dart? Does it mean anything to you?’ 

‘Not a damn thing. But it doesn’t have to. Go on from there.’ 

‘Well, there you are—still paranoia. But when it gets as bad as in 
Frimbo’s case, they get dangerous. They get homicidal. Either the first 
delusion moves them to eliminate their supposed persecutors, or the second 
generates such a contempt for their inferiors that they will remove them for 
any reason they choose.’ 

‘Gee! Nice people to ride in the subway with. Are you sure about this 


guy?’ 


‘Reasonably. I’m going back for more evidence today.’ 

‘So he can remove you?’ 

‘Not likely. I think he’s taken a fancy to me. That’s another symptom— 
they make quick decisions—accept certain people into their confidence as 
promptly as they repudiate others. I seem to be such a confidant. Something 
I said or did Saturday night appealed to him. That’s why he accepted me so 
quickly—invited me back—took me in—exchanged confidences with me. 
No normal mind under similar circumstances would have done so.’ 

“Well—be careful. I don’t mind nuts when they’re nuts. But when they’re 
as fancy as that they may be poison.’ 

‘Don’t worry. I know antidotes.’ 

After a pause, Dart said: 

‘But who the hell did he kill?’ 

“You mean who’s dead? We only surmise that Frimbo—’ 

‘I mean who was the bird on the couch?’ 

‘Have you that removable bridge in your pocket?’ 

‘Sure. Here it is. What of it?’ 

‘I don’t dare hope anything. But let’s see.’ He took the small device. Its 
two teeth were set in a dental compound tinted to resemble gums and its 
tiny gold clamps reached out from either end to grasp the teeth nearest the 
gap it bridged. 

‘Look.’ The doctor pointed to the three teeth in the bony char which still 
lay on the piece of white paper. ‘Upper left bicuspid, a two-space gap, and 
two molars. That means first bicuspid and second and third molars. Now 
this bridge. Second bicuspid and first molar. See?’ 

‘Don’t you ever talk English?’ 

‘The gap, Dart, old swoop, corresponds to the bridge.’ 

“Yea—but you yourself said that doesn’t prove anything. It’s got to fit. 
Fit perfect.’ 

‘Oh, thou of little faith. Well, here goes. Pray we don’t break up the 
evidence trying to get a perfect fit.” With deft and gentle fingers, the 
physician brought the bridge clamps in contact with the abutments of the 
cinder and ever so cautiously edged them in place, a millimetre at a time. 
He heaved a sigh. 

‘There you are, sceptic. The gums are gone of course. But the distance 
between the teeth has been maintained, thanks to the high fusion point of 


calcium salts. Am I plain?’ 

“You are—but appearances are deceiving.’ 

‘Here’s one you can depend on. Find out who belongs to this bridge and 
you'll know who, to put it quite literally, got it in the neck on Saturday 
night.’ 

Dart reached for the bridge. 

‘Gently, kind friend,’ warned the doctor. ‘That’s your case—maybe. And 
leave it in place.’ 

‘There’s probably,’ observed the detective, ‘three thousand and three of 
these things made every day in this hamlet. All you want me to find out is 
whose this was.’ 

‘That’s all. It] be easy. See your dentist—’ 

‘I know—twice a year. What time’Il you be back here?’ 

‘Four o’clock. And bring that club with you.’ 

‘Right. Pll see you—if Frimbo lets you out whole.’ 


With the clue resting like a jewel upon soft cotton in a small wooden box, 
Detective Dart sought out one Dr Chisholm Dell, known to his friends, 
including Perry Dart, as Chizzy. Chizzy was a young man of swarthy 
complexion, stocky build, and unfailing good humour, whose Seventh 
Avenue office had become a meeting-place for most of the time-killing 
youth of Harlem—ex-students, confidence boys, insurance agents, 
promoters, and other self-confessed ‘hustlers.’ The occasional presence of a 
pretty dancing girl from Connie’s or the Cotton Club, presumably as a 
patient awaiting her turn, kept the boys lingering hopefully about Chizzy’s 
reception room. 

Detective Dart was not deceived, however, and rose promptly when 
Chizzy, in white tunic, came out of his operating-room. 

‘Can you give the law a hot minute?’ 

‘I couldn’t give anybody anything right now,’ grinned Chizzy. ‘But Ill 
lend you one. Come on in.’ 

Dart obeyed. He produced his exhibit. 

“Take a look.’ 

‘What the devil’s that?’ Chizzy exclaimed after glancing at it. 

Dart explained, adding, ‘As I get it, this bridge is a pretty accurate means 
of identification. Is that right?’ 


‘I’ve been practicing ten years,’ said Chizzy, ‘and I haven’t seen two 
exactly alike yet.’ 

‘Good. Now is there any way to tell who this belonged to?’ 

‘Sure. Whose bone is it?’ 

‘Don’t be funny. Would I ask for help if I knew that?’ 

Chizzy considered. ‘Well—it can be narrowed down, certainly. I can tell 
you one thing.’ 

‘No?’ 

‘Sure. That bridge is less than two months old.’ 

“Yea?” 

‘See this part here that looks like gums?’ 

‘Is that what it’s supposed to look like?’ 

“Yea. That’s a new dental compound called deckalite. Deckalite has been 
on the market only two months. I haven’t made a case yet.’ 

‘Know anybody in Harlem that might have?’ 

‘When you limit it to Harlem, that makes it easy. Do you know it was 
made in Harlem?’ 

‘No. But it was made for a Harlemite. The likelihood is that he went to a 
local dentist.’ 

‘I doubt it. I haven’t seen a patient for so long I believe all the Harlemites 
must be going to Brooklyn for their teeth. But if he did go to a Harlem 
dentist, it’s easy.’ 

‘Hurry up.’ 

“Well, you see there are only two dental mechanics up here that can 
handle deckalite. As it’s a recent product it requires a special technique. Not 
one of the regular dentists knows it, I’m sure. Whoever your unknown 
friend went to would just take the impression and send it to one of those 
two men to be made up. All you’ve got to do is to go to each of the two 
mechanics, find out what dentist he’s made deckalite uppers for, go back to 
the referring dentist and trace down your particular bridge.’ 

‘Beautiful,’ said Dart. ‘Two names and addresses, please.’ 

Chizzy complied. ‘You’ll find ’em in now, sitting down with their chins 
in their hands, wishing for something to do.’ 

‘Thanks, Chizzy. If you weren’t so damned funny-lookin’, I’d kiss you.’ 

‘Is that all that prevents you?’ Chizzy called—but Dart was already 
banging the outside door behind him. 


‘Come into my laboratory, doctor,’ Frimbo invited Dr Archer. ‘I’m glad you 
could return, because, if you remember, I promised to demonstrate to you a 
little experiment. Let’s see, this time you have your bag, haven’t you? 
Good. Have you a gauze dressing?’ 

Dr Archer produced the requested article and handed it over. Frimbo 
removed it from the small, sealed tissue paper envelope which kept it dry 
and sterile, and dropped it into a sealed glass beaker. Then he rolled up the 
left sleeve of his robe, the one he had worn the night before. 

‘Please, doctor, remove a few cubic centimetres of blood. Put a little in 
that test tube there, which contains a crystal of sodium citrate to prevent 
clotting, and the rest in the empty tube beside it. You will be interested in 
this, I’m sure.’ 

The physician applied a tourniquet, procured a syringe, touched a 
distended vein of Frimbo’s forearm with alcohol, and obeyed the latter’s 
directions. Frimbo, the tourniquet removed, pressed the swabbing sponge 
on the point of puncture a moment, then discarded it and dropped his 
sleeve. 

‘Now, doctor, there are my red cells, are they not?’ He indicated the first 
tube. ‘And in a moment we shall have a little of my serum in this other 
tube, as soon as the blood clots and squeezes the serum out.’ They awaited 
this process in silence. 

‘Good. Now I take your sterile dressing and pour onto it some of my 
serum. In a general way, now, this dressing might have wiped a bloody 
wound on some part of my body—except that it has upon it only serum 
instead of whole blood. A mere short cut to my little demonstration. I return 
the dressing to the beaker and add a few cubic centimetres of distilled water 
from this bottle. Then I remove the dressing, thus, leaving, you see, a dilute 
sample of my serum in the beaker.’ 

“Yes,’ Dr Archer said thoughtfully. 

‘Now on this slide, with this loop, I place a drop of my diluted serum’— 
he stressed ‘my’ whenever he used it—‘and mix with it a loopful of my red 
cells, so. Now. Will you observe with the microscope there, what takes 
place?’ 

The doctor put the slide on the stage of the microscope, adjusted the low 
power, and looked long and intently. Eventually he looked up. He was 
obviously astonished. 


‘Apparently your serum agglutinates its own cells. But that’s impossible. 
One part of your blood couldn’t destroy another—and you remain alive.’ 

‘Perhaps I am dead,’ murmured Frimbo. “But there is a much simpler 
explanation: Your dressings are evidently treated with some material which 
is hostile to red cells. In such a procedure as this, where the serum has to be 
soaked out of the dressing, this hostile material is soaked out also. It is this 
material that is responsible for the phenomenon which we usually attribute 
to hostile serum. Let us prove this.’ 

Thereupon he repeated the experiment, discarding the dressing, and using 
a dilution of his serum made directly in another test tube. This time the 
microscope disclosed no clumping of red cells. 

“You see?’ the African said. 

The doctor looked at him. ‘Why did you show me this?’ he asked. 

‘Because I did not wish you to interpret falsely any observations you 
might have made in your investigation of night before last.’ 

‘Thank you,’ Dr Archer said. ‘And may I say that you are the most 
remarkable person I have ever met in my life.’ 

‘Being remarkable also in my lack of modesty,’ smiled the other, “I quite 
agree with you. Tell me. How do you like my little laboratory?’ 

‘It certainly reveals as unusual combination of interests. Biology, 
chemistry, electricity—’ 

‘The electricity is, with me, but a convenience. The biochemistry is vital 
to my existence.’ 

‘Isn’t that a television receiver over there?’ 

“Yes. I made it.’ 

‘Small, isn’t 1t?’ 

‘Therein lies its only originality.’ 

‘I hope you’ll pardon my curiosity; you have taken me somewhat into 
your confidence, and if I presume you must pardon me. But you seem so 
absorbed in more or less serious pursuits—have you no lighter moments? I 
should think you would have to relax—at least occasionally—to offset your 
habitual concentration.’ 

‘I assure you I have—lighter moments,’ smiled the other. 

“You are a bachelor?’ 

“Yes.” 


‘And bachelors—you may look upon this as a confession if you like—are 
notoriously prone to seek relaxation in feminine company.’ 

‘I assure you,’ Frimbo returned easily, ‘that I am not abnormal in that 
respect. I admit I have denied myself little. I have even been, on occasion, 
indiscreet in my affairs of the heart—perhaps still am. But,’ he promptly 
grew serious, ‘this,’ he waved his hand at the surrounding apparatus, ‘this 1s 
my real pleasure. The other is necessary to comfort, like blowing one’s 
nose. This I choose—I seek—because | like it. Or,’ he added after a pause, 
‘because a part of it lifts me out of the common order of things.’ 

‘What do you mean?’ The voice of Dr Archer was not too eager. 

‘I mean that here in this room I perform the rite, which has been a secret 
of my family for many generations, whereby I am able to escape the set 
pattern of cause and effect. I wish I might share that secret with you, 
because you are the only person I have ever met who has the intelligence to 
comprehend it and the balance not to abuse it. And also because’—his voice 
dropped—‘I am aware of the possibility that I may never use it again.’ 

The doctor drew breath sharply. But he said quietly: 

‘It is always the greatest tragedy that a profound discovery should remain 
unshared.’ 

“Yes. Yet it must be so. It is the oath of my dynasty. I can only name it for 
you.’ He paused. Then, ‘We call it the rite of the gonad.’ 

‘The rite of the gonad.’ With the greatest difficulty the physician 
withheld his glance from the direction of the shelf whereon he had observed 
a specimen jar containing sex glands. 

‘Yes,’ Frimbo said, a distant look creeping into his deep-set eyes. ‘The 
germplasm, of which the gonad 1s the only existing sample, is the unbroken 
heritage of the past. It is protoplasm which has been continuously 
maintained throughout thousands of generations. It’s the only vital matter 
which goes back in a continuous line to the remotest origins of the 
organism. It is therefore the only matter which brings into the present every 
influence which the past has imprinted upon life. It is the epitome of the 
past. He who can learn its use can be master of his past. And he who can 
master his past—that man is free.’ 

For a time there was complete silence. Presently Dr Archer said, ‘You 
have been very kind. I must go now. I shall see you tonight.’ 


“Yes. Tonight.’ A trace of irony entered the low voice. ‘Tonight we shall 
solve a mystery. An important mystery.’ 

“Your death,’ said the doctor. 

‘My death—or my life. I am not sure.’ 

*You—are not sure?’ 

‘The life of this flesh, my friend.’ 

‘I do not follow you.’ 

‘Do not be surprised. Released of this flesh, I should be freer than ever.’ 

“You mean—you think you may be—released?’ 

‘I do not know. It is not important now. But Saturday night, an odd thing 
happened to me. I was talking to the man, Jenkins. I had projected my mind 
into his life. I could foresee his immediate future—up till tonight. Then 
everything went blank. There was nothing. I was as if struck blind. I could 
see no further. You see what that means?’ 

‘A sort of premonition?’ 

‘So it would be called. To me it is more than that. It meant the end. 
Whether of Jenkins’ body or mine, I can not say at the moment. I was with 
him, of him, so to speak. But you see—the abrupt termination which cut off 
my vision could be either his—or—mine.’ 

The doctor could say nothing. He turned, went out, and slowly descended 
the stairs. 


CHAPTER XXII 


AGAIN Bubber Brown called on his friend Jinx Jenkins and again was 
permitted to see him. Jinx had never been of cheerful mien; but today he 
had sunk below the nadir of despondency as his glum countenance attested. 
But Bubber wore a halo of hope and his face was a garland of grins. 

‘Boy, I told you I’d get you out o’ this!’ 

‘Where,’ asked the sardonic prisoner, ‘is the key to the jail?’ 

‘Far as you concerned, it’s on Doc Archer’s desk.’ 

*That’s a long way from this here lock.’ 

‘I been goin’ after mo’ evidence, boy. And I got it. I give it to the doc 
and, what I mean, yo’ release is jes’ a matter of time.’ 

‘So is twenty years.’ 

“You’ good as out, stringbean.’ 

‘Not so long as I’m in. Look.’ He laid hold of the grille between them 
and shook it. ‘That’s real, man; that’s sump’m I can believe, even the holes. 
But what you’re sayin’ don’t widen nothin’ but yo’ mouth.’ 

‘Listen. You know what I found?’ 

And he related, how, at great personal risk, which he ignored because of 
his friend’s predicament, he had voluntarily entered the stronghold of 
mystery and death, ignored the undertaker’s several corpses—four or five 
of them lying around like chickens on a counter—descended past the 
company of voodoo worshippers who would have killed him on sight for 
spying on their secrets, and so into the pit of horror, where the furnace was 
merely a blind for the crematory habits of the conjure-man. 

‘He come straight out o’ the wall,’ he related, ‘and me there hidin’ 
lookin’ at him. Come through the wall like a ghost.’ 

‘Ghos’es,’ Jinx demurred, ‘is white. Everybody know that.’ 

‘And so was I,’ avowed Bubber. 


‘Well,’ Jinx conceded, ‘you might ’a’ turned white at that—when you 
seen Frimbo come out o’ that wall.’ 

Bubber went on with his story. ‘And,’ he eventually concluded, ‘when 
Doc Archer seen what I’d found, he said that settled it.’ 

‘Settled what?’ 

‘That proved somebody’s been killed sho’ ’nough. See?’ 

Jinx gazed a long time upon his short, round friend. Finally he said, “Wait 
a minute. I know I didn’t hear this thing straight. You say that what you 
found proves it was murder?’ 

‘Sho’ it do.’ 

‘Boy, I don’t know how to thank you.’ 

‘Oh that’s all right. You’d ’a’ done the same for me.’ 

‘First you get me pulled in on a charge of assault. But you ain’ satisfied 
with that. Tha’s only twenty years. You got to go snoopin’ around till you 
get the charge changed to murder. My pal.’ 

‘But—but—’ 

‘But my ash can. You talkin’ ’bout dumbness and ignorance. Well, you 
sho’ ought to know—you invented ’em. All right; now what you go’n’ do? 
You got me sittin’ right in the electric fryin’-pan. Somebody got to throw 
the switch. You done arranged that too?’ 

‘Listen, boy. All I’m doin’ is tryin’ to find enough facts to clear you. You 
ain’t guilty sho’ ’nough, is you?’ 

‘I didn’t think so. But you got me b’lievin’ I must be. If you keep on 
bein’ helpful, I reckon I’ll jes’ have to break down and confess.’ 

“Well, what would you ’a’ done?’ 

‘What would I ’a’ done? First place, I wouldn’ ’a’ been there. Second 
place, if the man wanted to burn up sump’m in his own furnace, he could 
’a’ burned it. He could ’a’ got in the furnace and burned hisself up for all 
I'd ’a’ cared. But you—you got to run up and stop the thing from burnin’-— 
you rather see me burn.’ 

‘Aw man, quit talkin’ lamb-yap. If Frimbo’s tryin’ to get rid o’ remains, 
who’s responsible for ’em bein’ remains? Frimbo, of course. Frimbo put his 
flunky up to killin’ somebody; then he got the flunky away and tried to get 
rid o’ the remains.’ 

“Yea? Well, I don’ see Frimbo in this jail house. I’m here. I’m holdin’ the 
well-known bag. And all you doin’ is fillin’ it.’ 





‘I wish I could fill yo’ head with some sense. Maybe when you get yo’ 
big flat feet out on the street again you’ll appreciate what I’m doin’ for 
you.’ 

‘Oh, I appreciate it now. But I never expect to get a chance to show you 
how much. That’ll be my only dyin’ regret.’ 

Bubber gave up. ‘All right. But you needn’ never fear dyin’ in nobody’s 
electric chair.’ 

‘No?’ 

‘No. Not if they have to put that electric cap on yo’ head to kill you. Yo’ 
head is a perfect non-conductor.’ 

With this crushing remark Bubber terminated his call and gloomily 
departed. 


“You’re ahead of time,’ said Dr Archer. 

‘This won’t wait,’ returned Perry Dart. ‘It took me less than an hour to 
get the dope. Here’s your club.’ He laid a package on the desk. ‘And here,’ 
he put the box containing Bubber’s discovery down beside the other 
package, ‘is your removable deckalite bridge. And I’Il bet a week’s wages 
you can’t guess who that bridge belonged to.’ 

‘I can’t risk wages. Who?’ 

‘A tall, slender, dark gentleman by the name of N. Frimbo.’ 

The physician sat forward in his chair behind the desk. The grey eyes 
behind his spectacles searched Dart’s countenance for some symptom of 
jest. Finding none, they fell to the box, where they rested intently. 

‘And his address,’ the detective added, ‘is the house across the street.’ 

‘Unless I’ve been seeing things,’ said Dr Archer, ‘Frimbo’s teeth are very 
nearly perfect. Those two teeth are certainly present.’ 

‘This patient differed from our friend in only one respect.’ 

‘How?’ 

‘The dentist who treated him insists that he was cock-eyed.’ 

‘I’m beginning to wonder aren’t we all?’ 

‘Frimbo’s servant was cock-eyed.’ 

‘And otherwise much like his master—tall, dark, slender.’ 

“With the same name?’ 

The physician regarded the detective a solemn moment. ‘What’s in a 
name?’ he said. 


Before the detective could answer, Dr Archer’s door bell rang again. The 
caller proved to be Bubber Brown; and a more disconsolate Bubber Brown 
had never appeared before these two observers. 

‘Sit down,’ said the doctor. ‘Found anything else?’ 

‘Gee, doc,’ Bubber said, ‘my boy Jinx is got me worried. He brought up 
a point I hadn’t thought about before.’ 

“What point?’ 

“Well, if that clue I brought you last night changes the charge to murder, 
Jinx’ Il have to do life at least. ’Cose life in jail with nothin’ to worry ’bout, 
like meals and room rent, has its advantages. But the accommodations is 
terrible they tell me, and I don’t like the idea that I messed my boy up.’ 

‘Is that what he thinks?’ asked Dart. 

‘Deed he do, mistuh, and it don’t sweeten his temper. He’s eviler than he 
would be if he really had killed the man.’ 

‘There is evidence that he did kill the man,’ Dart reminded him. 

‘Must be sump’m wrong with that evidence. Jinx wouldn’t kill nobody.’ 

‘I thought you didn’t know him so well?’ 

Bubber was too much concerned for his friend to attempt further 
subterfuge. ‘I know that much about him,’ he said. ‘That Negro ain’t bad 
sho’ ’nough. He’s jes’ bad-lookin’.’ 

“You yourself identified his handkerchief. It had been stuffed down the 
victim’s throat, you’ll remember.’ 

“Well—I knowed he didn’t do it befo’. But, far as I see, that proved he 
didn’t do it.’ 

‘How?’ 

‘Listen, mistuh. Jinx might ’a’ hit somebody with that club jes’ sorter 
thoughtless like. But stuffin’ a handkerchief down his throat—that wouldn’t 
even occur to him. He’s too dumb to think up a smart trick like that.’ 

‘An opinion,’ Dr Archer said, ‘in which I wholly concur. Nothing in 
Jenkins’ character connects him with this offence, either as author or agent. 
Someone in that room simply made him the dupe.’ 

‘Possibly you can explain, then, how his thumb print got on that club,’ 
Dart said. 

‘Possibly I can. In fact I had just that in mind when I asked you to bring 
it along.’ 


He reached for the first package which Dart had put on the desk, and 
unwrapped it carefully. 

‘Remember, we don’t know,’ he observed meanwhile, ‘that this club or 
bone actually delivered the blow. There was no blood on it for the simple 
reason that it had bounced back from the point of impact before 
haemorrhage, which was moderate, got under way. But it is permissible to 
assume that it was used.’ 

He lifted the club by its two ends, using the tips of his fingers, and slowly 
rotated it about its own axis. His glanced shuttled back and forth over the 
ivory-coloured surface. ‘This is the incriminating print?’ he asked, 
indicating a dark smudge. 

“Yes. That’s what Tynie photographed.’ 

‘He didn’t dust the bone with powder first, did he?’ 

‘No. How’d you know?’ 

‘Because there’s no powder on it elsewhere. This surface has a thick 
viscous film over it as though it had been oiled or waxed. It isn’t oil or wax. 
It’s a film which oozes from the pores of the incompletely prepared 
specimens, due to the presence of undestroyed marrow inside. If Tynie had 
dusted this bone there’d be particles of powder stuck all over it. Fortunately, 
he looked first and found preparation unnecessary—his print had been 
prepared for him. Now let’s have a look. 

‘ve a magnifying glass hereabouts somewhere—here it is.” He studied 
the smudge a moment. Then he put the bone down, looked up at Dart and 
smiled. ‘Easiest thing in the world,’ he said. 

“What is?’ 

‘Transferring a finger print.’ 

‘Are you kidding me, doc?’ 

‘Not at all. Simple statement of fact. The discovery of a finger print is not 
necessarily any better evidence of its owner’s presence than the discovery 
of any other object belonging to him. Don’t misunderstand me. I know that 
as a means of identification, its value is established. But as proof that the 
owner’s fingers put it where it was found—that’s another matter. That is a 
belief based on an assumption. And the fact that the assumption is usually 
correct does not make it any the less an assumption.’ 

‘But just what is the assumption?’ 


‘That there is but one way to put finger prints on an object, namely, direct 
contact between the fingers and the object. That is the unconscious 
assumption that is always made the moment a finger print is discovered. We 
say “A-ha, finger print.” We identify it as John Doe’s finger print. Then we 
say, “A-ha, John Doe was here.’”’ 

‘Of course,’ said Dart. ‘What else would anyone think?’ 

‘Apparently nothing else. But I assure you that as a matter of 
demonstrable fact, John Doe may never have been near the place. He may 
have been ten miles away when his finger print was put on the object.’ 

“You'll have to produce plenty evidence to convince me of that, doc.’ 

‘Look. You were perfectly willing to believe that Jinx Jenkins’ 
handkerchief might have been taken by somebody else and put where we 
found it, weren’t you? So willing that you did not arrest him on that 
evidence alone. But when his thumb print was found on the club—that 
settled it: Jinx must have had a hand in it. Now, I believe I can show you 
that, aside from a lot of minor assumptions there, your major assumption 
could have been wrong. Jinx Jenkins didn’t have to be anywhere near this 
club. His finger print could have been deliberately put on it to incriminate 
him, just as his handkerchief could have been used as it was for the same 
purpose.’ 

‘I’m looking, doc. Go ahead.’ 

‘All right. Let us suppose that I want to rob that safe in the corner. I’d be 
an awful ass, because I wouldn’t get a dime’s worth of anything. But I don’t 
know that. I want to rob it and I want the circumstances to incriminate you. 
I decide that since people think as they do, it would incriminate you if right 
after the robbery your finger prints—even a lone thumb print—could be 
demonstrated on that safe door. 

‘Here is a box of fine grade talcum powder. It’s a professional sample, 
otherwise it wouldn’t be so fine. I'll put a little on the arm of your chair— 
smooth, polished wooden surface. Now grasp the arms of your chair with 
your hands, as you might if you didn’t think I was putting something over 
on you. Good. Incidentally, look at your thumb—has a fair film of powder, 
hasn’t it? All right. Change seats with me ... Now again grasp the arms of 
your chair naturally. Take your hands away. Look at the right arm of your 
chair. See anything?’ 

‘Sure. A perfect thumb print in white powder! But—’ 


‘Too early for buts. Get up now and stand behind the chair. You are now 
ten miles away. All right. Here is a rubber glove, such as I rarely nowadays 
have the opportunity to use. I put it on my hand thus. The rubber is of 
course perfectly smooth, and if I wish I can increase the coefficient of 
adhesion—’ 

“Wait a minute, doc.’ 

‘My error. I can make it just a very little bit sticky by rubbing into the 
palm of it thus, a bit of vaseline, cold cream or what have you. This is not 
strictly necessary, but tends to improve the clearness of the transfer. Now, 
with proper stealth, I approach the talcum-powder thumb print which you 
have so obligingly left on the arm of your chair. I lean over the chair thus 
and carefully, as if it were a curved blotter, I roll the heel of my hand once, 
only once, over our powder print. And you see, I have the powder tracing 
on my glove. 

‘Of course this is not your thumb print. It is the negative of your thumb 
print, or rather, the mirror-image of it. If now I go to the safe and smear a 
tiny bit of vaseline on the safe door thus, it is a simple matter to roll your 
thumb print off my glove onto the black surface of the door. And there it is. 
Doesn’t even have to be dusted. Photograph it, bring it up on the high 
contrast paper, and you, my friend, are under arrest for robbing my safe. Yet 
you have never been near my safe and you were ten miles away when the 
crime was committed.’ 

Perry Dart silently went over to the safe and gazed upon the smudge of 
powder. He came back to the desk, picked up the doctor’s hand glass, 
returned to the safe door and studied the transferred print. It was not the 
crisp image of the original, but the fine granules of powder, primarily 
arranged in a definite pattern by the tiny grooves of his own skin, had not 
been sufficiently disarranged by the transposition to obliterate that pattern. 

‘If you wish,’ said Dr Archer, ‘I can improve on that beautifully by using 
the same technique with printer’s ink. It comes up astonishingly when 
dusted with finger-print powder afterwards. But this is sufficient to indicate 
the possibilities.’ 

“You’re going to get yourself in trouble thinking up things like that,’ 
muttered the detective. 

‘I didn’t think it up,’ was the answer. ‘Our unknown murderer—if any— 
thought it up and used it. Only, since he had a light-coloured and fairly 


gummy object to work toward, he used a black substance instead of a white. 
I remember getting some of it on my hand from that chair Brady brought 
me; possibly the same chair Jenkins used—or maybe several chair-arms had 
been so treated. Lamp-black would do nicely, plain or in a paste like shoe 
polish. If you examine that print on the bone as you did the one on the safe, 
you will note a general similarity. Both look as though they might have 
been put on by a somewhat dirty finger, that’s all. Both, however, were 
actually put on by a smooth-surfaced applicator, which spread the lines just 
a little, but not too much.’ 

“You know, I thought it was funny Tynes’ saying he didn’t even have to 
prepare the thing.’ 

‘Still,’ the physician said, ‘this only indicates that Jenkins didn’t have to 
touch the club or deliver the blow. It doesn’t indicate that he did not 
actually do so. But something else does.’ 

‘What?’ 

‘The position of the print. Even if the transferability of a finger print 
couldn’t be demonstrated, still this print would not prove that Jenkins 
delivered a blow with this club. On the contrary, it proves that he could not 
have delivered an effective blow with his thumb in that spot. Look. To 
deliver an effective blow he would grasp the club in his hand like this—no 
danger, I’m using my gloved hand and I’ve wiped off the remains of your 
thumb print—like this, near the smaller end, so that the condyles—those big 
bumps which help form the knee part of the bone—would land on the 
victim’s head. Grasping it so, his fingers would surround the shaft thus, 
completely, and his thumb, you see, would rest on the outside of his fingers; 
it couldn’t possibly produce a print on the surface of the bone because it 
wouldn’t even touch the surface of the bone. But beyond that, the position 
of the print is near the big end—the clubbing-end here. Notice that the print 
is close to this condyle and directed obliquely toward it. If your hand 
grasped this bone so that your thumb fell in that position, your fingers 
would have to be around the club end like this, and the shaft of the bone, 
you see, would then fall along your forearm, so that you could not possibly 
deliver a blow. Any attempt to do so would only endanger your own 
fingers.’ 

‘Gee, doc, you ought to be a lawyer.’ 


‘Tam. I’m Jenkins’ lawyer right now. And I contend, your honour, that if 
the handkerchief was insufficient basis for indictment, so 1s the thumb print. 
Only more so.’ 

‘Hot damn!’ came an unexpected cry from the admiring Bubber. ‘Go to 
it, doc! You’re the best!’ 


Bubber’s ensuing expressions of appreciation literally carried him away. He 
backed and sidled out through the doctor’s several doors on a transporting 
flood of gratitude, much like a large rubber ball twisting this way and that 
on the surface of a flowing stream. 

The physician turned again to the detective and smiled. ‘What does your 
honour say about Jenkins?’ 

‘Sort of lost my enthusiasm for Jenkins,’ grinned Dart. 

“Well, then, since we’re beginning to eliminate, let’s attempt a diagnosis.’ 

‘O.K. doc. Take ’em one by one. That’ll bring up some things I’ve found 
out that I haven’t told you. I was too interested in Frimbo’s servant when I 
came in.’ 

‘Jinx Jenkins.’ 

‘Hardly, after your defence.’ 

‘Thanks. Doty Hicks.’ 

‘Oh, yes. Well, here’s the dope on Hicks. Remember, he said that to 
break Frimbo’s spell on his brother it was necessary to put a counter-spell 
equally fatal on Frimbo. But he had to have somebody’s help. The 
immediate possibility was, of course, that Jenkins was that somebody. But 
your argument practically eliminates Jenkins on the one hand; and on the 
other we’ve found out by further questioning just who he meant. He was 
talking about a hoodoo artist named Bolus in 132nd Street, who gave him 
some kind of goofer dust to sprinkle on Frimbo’s floor. That’s the grey 
powder we found under the table.’ 

“You found this Bolus?’ 

‘Had no trouble getting a check-up out of him. I told him he was under 
suspicion for murder, having deliberately conjured and killed a professional 
competitor. Well, sir, he nearly died himself trying to convince me that his 
goofer dust was just ordinary coal ashes. Of course, I knew that already. 
Got the report last night. So then I promised to come back and take him for 
fraud.’ 


‘Doty Hicks, then, is no longer a suspect?’ 

‘Hardly.’ 

‘Ironic business all around, Dart. Hicks, in all good faith, put his goofer 
dust at the feet of a man who may even then have been dead. And he and 
Jenkins, the only two you could reasonably have held, are probably the least 
likely suspects of the lot. Well—the two women.’ 

‘They’re out. We know from checked testimony that they didn’t enter the 
death room till after the thing was done.’ 

‘All right by me. Nice girl, Martha Crouch. Easley Jones, the railroad 
man?’ 

‘Excellent record on his job. Long, faithful service. Hasn’t been out of 
his rooming-house but twice since Saturday night, both times for food.’ 

‘Also decidedly untutored—same sort of man that Aramintha Snead is of 
woman. By no means the character of mind who would think up this 
particular scheme to incriminate someone else.’ 

“Who’s next?’ 

‘Spider Webb.’ 

“Yes, Webb. Well, Webb told a straight story. And Frimbo tried to dispose 
of the servant’s remains. The only way to connect Webb with the crime now 
is to assume that he and Frimbo were conspiring. But why they’d be 
conspiring to kill Frimbo’s servant—that’s beyond me.’ 

“You’re sure Webb told a straight story?’ 

‘About the feud, yes. We’ve gone into it thoroughly. That killing 
yesterday morning means all I told you it meant. Further, Brandon, 
Spencer’s rival policy king, has disappeared. He always does when 
somebody has to take the rap.’ 

‘That leaves us Frimbo himself.’ 

‘Nobody else but.’ 

‘Hm—the house is open for suggestions.’ 

“You know, I’m beginning to see daylight in this thing.” An idea was 
growing on Dart. ‘By Judas! I do see daylight!’ 

‘Show me, O master.’ 

‘Look. Suppose Brandon did find out that Frimbo was the cause of his 
downfall. It’s not hard to believe you know. Dumber people than Frimbo 
are remarkably clever at this number-playing game. They hit on some 
system and it works. They get so good that bankers actually turn down their 


bets. Well, Frimbo could have doped out such a system. Suppose he did, 
and suppose that through it, Spencer was playing heavily with Brandon and 
winning. Brandon couldn’t wipe out Spencer—that would be open 
confession. But nothing in the world would stop him from trying to wipe 
out Frimbo. Nothing except that Frimbo isn’t easy to get at alone, except at 
night in a private interview. To take Frimbo, therefore, Brandon’s got to 
finesse. You see?’ 

‘So far.’ 

‘So what does he do? He finds somebody who is close to Frimbo, who 
has access to him, and who 1s not likely to be suspected. In short, he finds 
the servant. The servant, who no doubt is already envious of his master’s 
success—the way black servants are with black masters—is offered a big 
handful of change to put his boss out—any way he can. All right. He 
agrees. But he’s not going to jam himself by doing it during the day when 
he is known to be in the place alone with Frimbo! He’s going to wait till 
night when the office is full. And he’s going to bring the whole thing off in 
a way that will incriminate somebody else who happens to be present. 
Wouldn’t you? Wait a minute—I know what you’re going to say. The 
answer is that the servant was on the point of carrying the scheme through. 
He had snatched Jenkins’ handkerchief in the scramble there when Doty 
Hicks fainted. He had already by some scheme such as you just 
demonstrated got Jenkins’ finger print on the club. But Frimbo’s smart. 
Frimbo reads his mind or gets a hunch or anything you want to call it. 
Frimbo discovers what’s up just in time to turn the tables—frustrates the 
attack and gives the servant his own medicine, club, handkerchief, and all!’ 

Dart paused to emphasize this twist of interpretation; then went on: 

‘But Frimbo hasn’t got time to dispose of the body then and there. So he 
exchanges the servant’s yellow turban and sash for his own, props the body 
up in his own chair, hides in the dark and goes on telling visitors their fates, 
intending to get them all out without arousing any suspicions. But our 
crusty friend Jenkins discovers the fact that the man talking to him is a 
corpse—and that changes his plans. See?’ 

The physician meditated upon this. ‘You have lapsed into brilliance, 
Dart,’ he commented finally. ‘Brilliance is likely to be blinding ... Wasn’t it 
the servant who ushered each visitor to Frimbo’s door?’ 


‘Hell, no. That was Frimbo, himself. He took each one to the door, then, 
while they were going in, blinded by that light, he’d run around, enter the 
hall door, hide behind the corpse, and talk to ’em.’ 

‘All coons look alike, to be sure. But I’ve seen no sign of external 
strabismus in either of Frimbo’s eyes.’ 

‘What?’ 

‘The servant in general resembled Frimbo. But he was cock-eyed. 
Frimbo isn’t. The people who testified all saw the servant and all agreed 
that he was cock-eyed. Somehow, Dart, I dislike that term—extremely 
misleading isn’t it? But strabismus, now—there’s a word! External 
strabismus—internal strabismus—see how they roll off your tongue.’ 

‘I’m particular what rolls off my tongue.’ 

‘Nevertheless, external strabismus is not an easily assumed disguise. I 
have never heard of anyone who could render himself cock-eyed at will.’ 

“You haven’t?’ grinned Dart. ‘Ever try cooked whiskey?’ 

‘The phenomenon you have in mind is an illusion—an optical illusion, if 
you like. The victim enjoys diplopia—the impression of seeing the world 
double, an impression which he believes cock-eyed people must have at all 
times. Thus the illusion is twofold: cock-eyed people really don’t see 
double; and the happy inebriate actually has no external strabismus, he has 
only a transitory internal strabismus. I insist therefore, that, remarkable as 
Frimbo is, voluntary external strabismus is an accomplishment which we 
must not grant him lightly. But all this is not the prime objection to your 
startling vision. The prime objection is that Frimbo would surely not leave 
thwarted his own plan. Would he?’ 

‘He didn’t. Jenkins—’ 

‘He did. Jenkins would have gone on being mystified by Frimbo’s 
revelations, had it not been for Frimbo’s own startled words. The thing that 
made Jenkins jump up and turn the light on the corpse was Frimbo’s sudden 
exclamation, “Frimbo, why don’t you see?” Frimbo would not have said 
that if he had been planning to get Jenkins and the others out as quickly and 
unsuspectingly as possible. Something happened to Frimbo about that 
moment.’ 

‘But Jenkins’ word 1s all we have for that remark.’ 

‘Jenkins’ word, now that he is pretty well exonerated, should be worth 
something. But even if by itself it isn’t, | have Frimbo’s word in support.’ 


“You what?’ 

‘Frimbo himself said to me today that he went blind, so to speak, while 
talking to Jenkins. He saw so far ahead—then everything went blank.’ 

‘Hooey.’ 

‘All right. Maybe this is hooey too: You say that Frimbo hid behind the 
corpse near enough to make his voice seem to come from the corpse.’ 

“Yes.” 

‘Then, when Jenkins suddenly jumped up and without warning swung the 
light around why didn’t he see Frimbo hiding?’ 

‘I don’t know—maybe Frimbo ducked under the table or some place.’ 

‘Hooey. Hooey. An eloquent word, isn’t it?’ 

“Well, the details may not be exact, but that isn’t far from what happened. 
It’s the only thing I can think of that even nearly fits the facts.’ 

‘Nearly won’t do.’ 

‘All right, professor. You guess.’ 

‘There’s something malicious in the way you say that. However, innocent 
and unsuspecting as I am, I will guess. And I guess, first off, Pll leave out 
the number racket. That’ll make it easier for me, you see.’ 

‘But the number racket can’t be 1ignored—’ 

‘Who’s doing this guessing?’ 

‘O.K. doc. Guess away.’ 

‘I guess the same thing that you guess, that Frimbo killed his servant. But 
not because of the number racket, or any attack upon him growing out of 
the number racket.’ 

‘But because he’s a nut.’ 

‘Please—not so bluntly. It sounds crude—robbed of its nuances and 
subtleties. You transform a portrait into a cartoon. Say, rather, that under the 
influence of certain compulsions, associated with a rather intricate 
psychosis, he was impelled to dispose of his servant for definite reasons.’ 

‘All right. Say it anyhow you like. But to me it’s still because he was a 
nut.’ 

“Nut” in no wise suggests the complexity of our friend’s psychology. 
You recall my description of his condition; its origin in his type of mind, its 
actual onset in an experience, its primary and secondary delusions.’ 

“Yes. I recall all that.’ 


“Well, here’s an item you don’t recall because it hasn’t been mentioned; 
Frimbo like other paranoiacs, has a specific act as a part of his 
compensatory mechanism. This act becomes a necessary routine which 
must be performed, and naturally takes its form from some earlier aspect of 
his life. In his case it derives from his native days in Buwongo, his African 
principality. He calls it the rite of the gonad. And though he declines to 
describe it, I can imagine what it amounts to. It is nothing more or less than 
his extracting, in that laboratory of his, a kind of testicular extract with 
which he periodically treats himself. By so doing, he believes that he 
partakes of matter actually carrying the impress of all the ages past, and so 
becomes master of that past.’ 

‘Deep stuff. Anything in it?’ 

“Well, I don’t know anything about endocrines. But I should think such a 
practice would produce some kind of hyper-sexuality. Sex gland deficiency 
can be helped by such treatment, so perhaps a normal person would 
become, in some respects, oversexed.’ 

‘But sex has played no part in this picture.’ 

‘I was only answering your question. To return to my guess. Frimbo has 
to have sex glands—not those of lower animals such as biological houses 
use to make their commercial extracts, but human sex glands, carrying, to 
his mind, the effects of human experience from time immemorial. With the 
compulsion strong upon him to secure human tissues for his rite, he could 
easily become as ruthless as a drug addict deprived of his drug. But he 
would be far more cunning. He would choose a victim who would not be 
missed, and he would arrange circumstances to incriminate someone else. 
And the insanely brilliant feature is that he would arrange to have himself 
appear to be the victim. I do not believe that the unusual devices used to 
commit this crime and divert suspicion indicate the workings of an ordinary 
mind or knowledge such as a servant would have. They indicate a sort of 
crazy ingenuity which would not be conceived and carried out by a normal 
person. Frimbo is the only one in the crowd whose mind fits the details of 
this crime.’ 

‘Well, you’re disagreeing with me only on motive. I say self-defence. 
You say insanity. But both of us say Frimbo did it. From that point on I 
should think our difficulties would be alike: the cock-eyed business, the 
blind spot or whatever it was, and the—what was the other thing?’ 


‘His sudden invisibility if he hid behind the dead servant.’ 

“Yea—that.’ 

‘The cock-eyed business, yes. But the other business, no. I did not say 
that he hid behind the servant. I think he had some device or instrument— 
I’m not sure just what, but we’ll find it—that placed his voice so that it 
seemed to come from the servant. And I do not say that he acted under the 
urgency of a sudden encounter. I say that he planned the whole thing ahead, 
deliberately. Even foresaw the possibility of discovery and arranged to rise 
from the dead, just for effect, as he did. That would be wholly in character. 
He even had an alibi ready for my blood test. He showed me this afternoon 
how I might easily have made an error in the little experiment I showed 
you. He did not know, of course, that Bubber Brown’s discovery was on 
hand as a perfect check. 

‘He demonstrated how something in my gauze dressing might throw the 
test off—it would have been very disturbing indeed if I had not known what 
he was up to. What he did was to substitute for my gauze a piece which he 
had previously treated with the dead man’s serum. He foresaw every 
possibility. Far from thwarting his own plans, even that sudden loss of 
prophetic vision, that premonition, did not change his main course of 
action. That exclamation, “Frimbo, why don’t you see?” startled Jenkins 
into action, to be sure, and resulted in our rushing on the scene. But even 
then he would have removed the body anyway from under our very noses— 
he could have done so simply by shutting off the lights. 

‘And there’s another difference in our theories: If, as you say, it was just 
self-defence, he is not shown to be dangerous. He can be held for disposing 
of the remains, but not for murder; self-defence is manslaughter and is 
likely to go unpunished. But if, as I say, it is insanity, then he’s liable to do 
the same thing again to some other unfortunate fellow; he must be put away 
in a cool dry place where he’s no longer a menace. Don’t you see?’ 

‘That’s so. You know, doc, just out of sportsmanship you might let me 
win an argument once in a while.’ 

‘We’re not arguing. We’re guessing. And I have a curious feeling that 
smart as we think we are, we’re both guessing wrong.’ 

“You’re good, doc. Anyway it goes now, you’re right.’ 

‘At least I know one thing.’ 

‘What?’ 


‘I know I saw a new specimen jar on one of Frimbo’s shelves today. It 
was next to the one that we noted before. And it contained two more sex 
glands.’ 

‘Judas H. Priest!’ said Perry Dart softly. 


CHAPTER XXIII 


For the first time since the incarceration of his friend Jinx, Bubber Brown 
enjoyed a meal. The probability of Jinx’s release later tonight, a happy 
eventuality which Bubber himself had helped bring about, more than 
restored Bubber’s appetite to normal and he indulged in gleeful anticipation 
of what he would say to his grouchy comrade upon the latter’s return to 
freedom. Mumbled mockery pushed its way through prodigious mouthfuls 
of food. 

‘Uh—huh,’ emerged stifled but determined through roast beef and 
mashed potatoes. ‘Here you is. Yo’ flat feet is now out in the free air they 
probably need plenty of. Now get to thankin’ me.’ A succulent forkful of 
kale crowded its way in with the roast and potatoes, and all this was stuffed 
securely back with a large folded layer of soft white bread. Even through 
this there somehow escaped sounds. 

‘Boy, you was due to go. Go where? Where do folks go what murder 
folks? I mean it was upon you. If it hadn’ been for me and the doc, you’d be 
on your way to Swing Swing now. Your can was scheduled to rest on a 
*lectric lounging chair—they even had the date set. I ain’ kiddin’ you, boy. 
You was jes’ like that coffee they advertise on the radio—your can was 
dated.’ 

The next few phrases were overwhelmed with hot coffee. Bubber grinned 
and substituted a dish of juicy apple cobbler for his denuded dinner plate. 
‘From now on,’ he told it, ‘you listen and I talk, cause your head is a total 
loss to you—jes’ extra weight you carryin’ around for no purpose.’ The 
apple cobbler began miraculously to vanish. “You see, you don’t appreciate 
my brains. I got brains enough for both of us. I don’t even have to use all 
my brains—I got brains in the back o’ my head I ain’t never used. Some 
time when you admit how dumb you is, I’Il lend you some for a few days, 
jes’ to show you how it feels to have a thought once in a while.’ 


The dessert became a sweet memory, vestiges of which were dislodged 
with a handy toothpick. 

‘Now, let’s see. Got to be at the place at leven o’clock. Guess Pll drop in 
and see that picture at the Roosevelt Theatre—Murder Between Drinks. 
Wonder ’f I’m go’n’ see that third one tonight? Maybe the one in the 
picture’ll be number three. Now there’s brains again. Jes’ by goin’ to see 
this picture I may save somebody’s life. Doggone!—ain’t I smart?’ 


Promptly at eleven, Bubber Brown mounted the stoop and entered the 
house. He started up the stairs toward Frimbo’s floor, looking above. He 
stopped, his eyes popping. He brushed his hand across his lids, and stared 
again toward the head of the stairs. What he saw persisted. It might have 
been Saturday night again; for there motionless above him stood the tall, 
black-robed figure of Frimbo’s servant, bright yellow turban and sash 
gleaming in the dim light, exactly as he had been before, even—yes, there it 
was—even to the definite cast in one solemn eye. 

Bubber blinked twice, wheeled about, and would have vanished through 
the front door as magically as this corpse had reappeared. But at that 
particular moment the door opened and Perry Dart with half a dozen 
policemen obstructed the avenue of escape. Bubber came to in Jinx Jenkins’ 
arms, pointed, and gasped: 

‘Look! is I dreamin’—or is I dreamin’?’ 

“What’s the matter, Brown?’ Dart asked. 

‘Didn’t you say the flunky was the one got cooked?’ 

"Yes." 

‘Well, look up yonder! He’s there—I seen him!’ 

‘Yeah?’ Dart stepped forward, looked up the stairs. He smiled. ‘So he is, 
Brown. We must have made a mistake. Come on, let’s go—can’t let a little 
error like that worry us.’ 

‘So,’ muttered Jinx, ‘you is wrong again. What a brain!’ 

“You can go if you want to, brother,’ demurred Bubber. ‘Me—I’ve never 
felt the need of fresh air the way I do now. People in this house don’t suit 
me. They jes’ don’t pay death no mind.’ 

‘Come on, Brown,’ insisted Dart. ‘Pll need your help. Don’t let me down 
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now. 


‘All right. P1l follow. But don’t count on me for no help. I’m go’n’ stay 
live long as I can. I ain’t learnt this Lazarus trick yet.’ 

In the hallway above, Dart gave due orders in stationing his men, so that 
all natural exits were covered. The servant ushered them then to the 
reception room, where every one was present but Dr Archer. The detective 
noted each person in turn: Mrs Aramintha Snead, Mrs Martha Crouch, 
Easley Jones, Doty Hicks, Spider Webb, and Jinx Jenkins, whom he had 
brought with him. 

The physician arrived a moment later. ‘I summon Frimbo,’ said the 
servant who had escorted him in also. The servant bowed. The doctor 
looked after his retreating form quizzically, then turned to Detective Dart 
and smiled. Dart grinned back. Bubber observed the exchange and 
murmured, ‘You all could see jokes in tombstones, couldn’t you?’ 

Perry Dart said to the physician, ‘Now what?’ 

‘Wait,’ answered Dr Archer. ‘It’s his show.’ 

They waited. Shortly the gold turban and sash returned. ‘This way, 
please,’ said the servitor, and gestured toward the wide entrance to the 
consulting-room. 

‘Everybody?’ 

‘Please.’ 

Again the servant retreated by way of the hall. The others, directed by the 
detective and led by the physician, entered the black chamber from the front 
room and stood in an expectant semicircle facing the table in the centre. 
Over the far chair, which still sat behind the table just as it had when the 
body had been found in it, hung the device which projected a horizontal 
beam of light toward the entrance. Most of the visitors fell to the one or the 
other side of this beam, but at the distance of the semicircle, its rays 
diverged enough to include two figures directly in its path, those of Martha 
Crouch and Spider Webb. Mrs Crouch’s dark eyes were level and clear, her 
lips slightly compressed, her expression anticipative but not apprehensive. 
Spider Webb also betrayed interest without profound concern, his 
countenance manifesting only a sort of furtive malignancy. The rest were 
mere densities in the penumbra. 


As they stood watching, the darkness beyond the table condensed into a 
black figure, much as mist might condense into a cloud. This figure silently 


came to occupy the chair beneath the light. Then from it issued the low rich 
voice of Frimbo. 

‘A return into the past,’ it said, ‘observes events in their reverse order. 
May I therefore ask Mr Jenkins, who was the last to occupy that chair on 
Saturday evening, to be the first to do so tonight?’ 

Nobody moved. 

Bubber’s sharp whisper came forth. 

‘Go on, fool. Get yo’self freed.’ 

With obvious and profound reluctance, Jinx’s figure moved forward into 
the light. Those toward one side could see tiny beads of sweat glistening on 
his freckled countenance. He sidled into the chair on this side of the table, 
facing the voice and the shadow. His face was brightly illuminated and 
starkly troubled. 

‘Mr Jenkins,’ Frimbo’s voice went on smoothly, ‘it is again Saturday 
night. You have come to consult me. All that reached your consciousness is 
again before you. You will conceal nothing from the eyes of Frimbo. The 
light shall lay open your mind to me, book-wise. I shall read you. Be silent, 
please.’ 

There was scant danger of Jinx’s being anything else. Even his usual 
murderous scowl had been erased, and Frimbo’s intent contemplation of his 
face could be sensed by every onlooker. They too were steadily staring 
upon him from behind or from the side, according to their position, much as 
if they expected him at any moment to leap to his feet and confess the 
crime. 

Then a change of colour came over Jinx’s face. Those who were in 
position to see observed that the light freckled skin over the eminences of 
his bony countenance was growing darker. Alarmingly the change 
progressed, like an attack of some grave cyanotic disease. Jinx was actually 
turning blue. But it at once became apparent that his colour was due to a 
change in the light which illumined him. Slowly that light changed again. 

‘Each hue,’ said Frimbo’s voice, ‘makes its particular disclosure.’ 

Jinx became yellow. 

‘Got to do mo’n that to make a Chinaman out o’ him,’ came Bubber’s 
whisper. 

Diabolically red flushed the subject’s lean visage, and finally a ghastly 
green. Throughout it all Frimbo’s intense inspection created an atmosphere 


of vibrant expectancy. One felt that the lines of vision between his eyes and 
Jinx’s face were almost tangible—could be plucked and made to sing like 
the strings of an instrument. 

Eventually Frimbo said, ‘No,’ and the spell was broken. ‘This is not the 
man.’ The light came white again. ‘That is all, Mr Jenkins.’ 

There was a general sigh of relief. Jinx returned to the circle, where 
Bubber greeted him with an inevitable comment: 

‘The red light turned you red, boy, and that green light turned you green. 
But that white light couldn’t do a thing for you. It was jes’ wasted.’ 

Frimbo said, ‘Now, Mr Webb, please.’ 

But Perry Dart interrupted. ‘Just a minute, Frimbo.’ He stepped forward 
to the side of the table. ‘Before we go any further, don’t you think it fair to 
have your servant present?’ 

Frimbo’s voice became grave. ‘I regret that I have already permitted my 
servant to leave.’ 

“Why did you do that?’ 

‘It is his custom to leave at eleven, may I remind you?’ 

‘And may I remind you that we are investigating a serious crime; also 
that you promised to have him present.’ 

‘I kept my promise. He was here. You all saw him. I did not promise that 
he would remain after his hours.’ 

“Very well. You say he is gone?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘He has left the house?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘Then perhaps you will tell me just how he got out. Every exit is covered 
by an officer, with orders to bring to me anyone who tries to leave this 
house.’ 

There was a pause; but Frimbo said easily, ‘That I cannot tell you. I can 
tell you, however, that by interrupting this procedure you are defeating your 
own investigation, with which I am endeavouring to help you.’ 

Dart achieved a trace of Frimbo’s own irony. ‘Your consideration for my 
interest touches me, Frimbo. I am overwhelmed with gratitude. But your 
servant is a necessary witness. I must insist on his being here—with you.’ 

‘That is impossible.’ 


“Well, now you are at least telling the truth. Or perhaps you can do for 
him what you did for yourself?’ 

“You are obscure.’ 

‘Look harder, Frimbo. It’s the bad lighting. I mean that perhaps you can 
make him rise from the dead, as you did.’ 

Bubber could not suppress a mumbled, ‘Come on, Lazarus. Do yo’ stuff.’ 

“You believe then,’ Frimbo said, ‘that my servant is dead?’ 

‘I know that your servant is dead. I have in my hand positive evidence of 
his death.’ 

‘Of what nature?’ 

‘Evidence that was retrieved from your furnace downstairs by one of my 
men—’ 

‘Hot damn!’ breathed Bubber. ‘Tell ’em ’bout me!’ 

‘_-when you were trying to destroy it. I have a piece of the bone upon 
which his brain rested during life. I have a removable bridge which is 
known to be his, and which fits that bone—or rather the teeth in the bone 
joined to it. Frimbo, this is a farce. You killed your servant, who also went 
by the name of Frimbo. You slipped around through this house somehow on 
Saturday night while I was investigating this case, and moved his body to 
some hiding-place on these premises. You treated that body to make it burn 
quickly and to make what bone was left crumble easily. You dismembered it 
and tried to dispose of it by way of your furnace. You were seen doing this 
by Bubber Brown, who was in your cellar last night and who recovered a 
part of the bone before it crumbled. To avert suspicion, you masqueraded as 
your servant by a trick of your eyes. I see no point in continuing this 
nonsense. You’re the guilty party and you’re under arrest. Am I still 
obscure?’ 


For a long moment no other word was spoken. At last Frimbo said quietly: 

‘Since I am already under arrest, it would be useless, perhaps, to point 
out certain errors in your charges ... However, if you would care to know 
the truth—’ 

“You are at liberty to make any statement you please. But don’t try 
anything funny. We’ve anticipated some of your tricks.’ 

‘Tricks,’ Frimbo said softly, ‘is an unkind word. The fact is, however, 
that I have killed no one. It is true that I have disposed of my servant’s 


remains. If that box contains what you say it does, and if Brown was in the 
cellar when you say he was, he undoubtedly saw me in the course of 
performing what was nothing more or less than a tribal duty.’ 

‘Tribal duty?’ 

‘The servant was a fellow tribesman of mine whom I took in and 
protected when his venture into this civilization proved to be less fortunate 
than mine. He was of my clan and entitled to use the name, Frimbo. His 
distinguishing name, however—what you would call his Christian name, 
had he not been a heathen and a savage—was N’Ogo. It is our tradition that 
the spirit of one of our number who meets death at the hands of an—an 
outsider, can be purged of that disgrace and freed from its flesh only by fire. 
The body must be burned before sunset of the third day. Since the 
circumstances made this impossible, I assumed the risk of removing and 
properly destroying my tribesman’s flesh. For that and for whatever penalty 
attaches to it, I have no regret. My only regret, Mr Dart, is that you have 
interrupted, and perhaps for the time defeated, my effort to complete the 
duty which this death has imposed upon me.’ 

Dart was impressed. The man’s total lack of embarrassment, his dignity, 
his utter composure, could not fail to produce effect. 

‘Complete the duty—?’ 

‘It is a part of my duty, as the king of my people, to find the killer and 
bring him to the just punishment which he has earned. In my own land I 
should take that part of the matter into my own hands. Here in yours it was 
my intention to find the killer and turn him over to you. But as for killing 
N’Ogo myself—you would have to be one of us, my friend, to appreciate 
how horribly absurd that is. I would sooner kill myself than one of my clan. 
And he—he could not under the most extraordinary circumstances 
imaginable bring himself to do a thing against his king. He simply could not 
have committed an offence against me that would have caused me to decree 
or execute his death. Against one of his own or lower rank, perhaps, but not 
against me.’ 

The detective, ordinarily prompt in decision, was for the moment 
bewildered. But habit was strong. “Look here,’ he said, ‘how can you prove 
that what you say is true—that you didn’t kill this man?’ 

‘It is not of the slightest importance to me, Mr Dart, whether you or the 
authorities you represent believe me or not. My concern is not for my own 


protection but for the discharge of my obligation as king. If I can not 
complete my duty to this member of my clan, I do not deserve to have been 
his king. The greatest humiliation I could suffer would be death at the hands 
of a strange people. That is no more than he has suffered.’ 

This was an attitude which Dart had never encountered. The complete 
and convincing unimportance to Frimbo of what was paramount to the 
detective left the latter for the moment without resource. He was silent, 
considering. Finally he asked: 

‘But why did you have to do so much play-acting? Accepting what you 
say as true, why did you have to pull all that hokum about rising from the 
dead?’ 

‘Do you not see that it was necessary to my plans? I had to have time in 
which to dispose of N’Ogo’s body. I had to account for its disappearance. It 
is easy for me to pass undiscovered from almost any part of this house to 
any other part. I have a lift, electrically operated and _ practically 
undiscoverable, in the old dumbwaiter shaft. It travels from this floor to the 
cellar. What appears on examination to be the roof of the old shaft, with 
rusty gears and frazzled rope hanging down, is really not the roof but the 
bottom of the floor of the lift. N’Ogo’s remains reposed on that lift, securely 
hidden, during the latter part of your search. So did I until the proper 
moment for my entrance. What better way can you think of to account for 
the disappearance of a body than to claim to be that body? I even wounded 
myself as N’Ogo had been wounded, in anticipation of the good doctor’s 
examination. I took every possible precaution—even inviting the doctor 
alone here to determine the extent of his investigations and divert him from 
the truth if possible.’ 

“What about those sex glands?’ 

‘They too are a part of the tradition. They alone, of all his flesh, must be 
preserved as a necessary item in the performance of one of our tribal rites, 
one which I went so far as to mention to Dr Archer today. That I can not 
speak further of, but I think the doctor’s excellent mind will comprehend 
what it can not fully know.’ 

‘But this is unheard of. You haven’t told the whole story yet. You say you 
don’t know who killed this servant or tribesman of yours. Do you know 
when he was killed?’ 


‘Not even that. I know only that one of the people who came here to see 
me killed him, thinking he was I.’ 

‘How could anybody make that mistake?’ 

‘Easily. You see, it has always been our custom, as is true of many 
peoples, that the chief, in whom resides the most important secrets of the 
nation, should not be unnecessarily exposed to physical danger. Just as a 
lesser warrior in medieval days donned the white plume of his commander 
to deceive the enemy and prevent the possibility of their concentrating upon 
the leader, killing him early, and demoralising the troops by eliminating 
competent direction, so with us for many hundreds of years a similar 
practice has been in effect. The king is prohibited by tribal law from 
unnecessarily endangering the tribal secrets residing in his person. My 
servant knew of certain dangers to which I was exposed here. I had devised 
a mathematical formula whereby I was able to predict a certain probability 
in the popular policy game of this community. My part in the dwindling 
fortunes of one of the so-called bankers was discovered through the 
disloyalty of a disgruntled underling in the rival camp which my 
information was aiding. The loser intended to eliminate me. Whether this 
actual killing was his doing or not I am not sure—that was one possibility. 
There was another. 

‘At any rate, N’Ogo and I exchanged roles. It had been so for several 
days. I am able through a divertissement learned in youth to diverge my 
eyes as easily as most people converge theirs, and so, to the casual observer, 
could easily pass for my own servant. 

‘My servant had only to sit here in this chair in the darkness. I myself, 
dressed in his costume, would usher the visitor to the entrance there, turn 
aside, and come down the hall to my laboratory at the rear. There a device 
of mine enabled me to convince the visitor, now seated in that chair 
opposite, that it was really I who sat there. This light over my head is far 
more than a light. It is also a mechanism whereby I can see the illuminated 
face of whoever occupies that chair, and whereby also I can transmit my 
voice to this point. It comprises nothing mechanically original or unusual, 
except, perhaps, its compactness. By means of it, I was able to carry on my 
observation of a visitor and talk to him quite as if I were really in this chair, 
except that I could see only his face. Thus, you see, by the use of two rather 


simple mechanisms, my lift and my light, I enjoyed remarkable freedom of 
movement and considerable personal security in case of necessity. 

‘But on Saturday night, I had no need, any more than on any other night, 
for entering this room. Visitors were always accustomed to paying their fees 
to the assistant in the hall as they departed. So negative was my assistant’s 
part in this masquerade that I did not—and do not—know just when he was 
attacked. But the strange experience—what you will call a premonition— 
that momentarily startled me during Mr Jenkins’ interview made me 
exclaim in a way that startled him also, so that he jumped up to investigate. 
The crime had been done before that moment. It was done between the time 
when some prior visitor rose to go—disappearing from view in my 
mechanism—and the time when I collected the same visitor’s fee in the 
hall. Or perhaps between the time when I bowed him into this room and 
reached my laboratory. 

‘From that point on you know what happened. I could do only what I did 
do. Tonight I had every reason to believe, before your interruption, that I 
should determine the identity of the murderer. Perhaps I may do so yet—I 
have arranged certain traps. In case of the unexpected, Mr Dart, be careful 
what you touch—’ 

A wholly strange voice suddenly shot out from the deep shadow behind 
Frimbo. 

‘So it’s really you this time, Frimbo? Why weren’t you careful what you 
touched?’ 

At the last word a pistol banged twice. 

In that frozen instant, before any of the dumbfounded bystanders could 
move, Frimbo’s light was abruptly blotted out and the room went utterly 
black. At the same moment a shriek of unmistakable pain and terror broke 
through the dark from the direction of the two shots. 

‘Brady—that light—quick!’ came Dart’s sharp voice. The powerful 
extension light flashed brilliantly on. 

There was no need for haste, however. Against the wall at the rear of the 
black-draped chamber, whence the distressed cry had come, everyone saw a 
figure slumped limply down, as if it would fall but could not. It moaned and 
twitched as if in a convulsion, and one arm was extended upward as if held 
by something on the wall. 


Dr Archer reached the figure before the detective, started to lift it, looked 
up at the point where the hand was clinging, and changed his intention. 

“Wait—be careful!’ he warned the detective. The man’s hand was 
grasping the handle of the switch-box which occupied that point on the 
wall. ‘That handle’s live in that position. Here—push it up by lifting him by 
his clothing—that’s it—a little more—I’Il push up his elbow—there!’ The 
hand fell free. 

Supporting his limp figure between them, they got the man to his feet. 
They swung him, more unnerved than hurt, around into the light and drew 
him forward. 

It was the railroad porter, Easley Jones. 


Dr Archer first did what he could for Frimbo, who, still sitting in the chair, 
had fallen face-down on the table; lifted his shoulders so that he resumed an 
erect posture, and began to loosen his clothing in order to examine his 
wounds. Frimbo, rapidly weakening, yet was able to lift one hand in protest. 
He smiled ever so faintly and managed a low whisper: 

‘Thank you, my friend, but it is of no use. This is what I foresaw.’ 

Martha Crouch had come forward like one walking in a daze. Now she 
was beside Frimbo. Her face was a portrait of bewilderment and dread. 
Frimbo’s head sank forward on his chest. 

‘The Buwongo secret,’ he murmured, ‘dies ...’ 

The young woman put her arm about his sagging shoulders. Her horror- 
struck face turned to Dr Archer, mutely questioning. He shook his head a 
little sadly. 

‘How about the car downstairs, doc?’ Dart was asking. ‘Shoot right over 
to Harlem Hospital if you say so.’ 

Dr Archer stood beside Frimbo a moment longer without answering. 
Then he sighed and turned away. ‘It’s too late,’ he said. ‘Have him taken up 
to his room.’ 

He approached Easley Jones, who stood between two policemen, looking 
down at the palm of his left hand, where the live switch handle had burned 
him. The doctor picked up the railroad porter’s hand, inspected it, dropped 
it. 

‘Just what under the sun,’ he said, looking the man up and down, ‘could 
you have had against Frimbo?’ 


Easley Jones said nothing. His head remained sullenly lowered, the 
bushy kinks standing out like a black wool wig, the dark freckles sharply 
defined against pale brown skin. 

‘Have you anything to say?’ Dart asked him. 

Still he was silent. 

“You sneaked around in the dark until you were near that switch Frimbo 
mentioned Saturday night. Then you shot Frimbo from behind, intending to 
throw off the switch and get back to your place during the excitement. We 
were looking for something like that, otherwise this extension would have 
been useless. We plugged it in downstairs on another circuit.’ 

‘But it was Frimbo,’ Dr Archer said, ‘who caught him. Frimbo had wired 
that switch box so that the handle would go live when it was pulled down. 
Frimbo anticipated all this—he said so. Deliberately exposed himself to 
another attack in order to catch the killer. He even knew he was going to 
die.’ 

‘What this guy’s grudge was I can’t imagine. But he’s saved us a lot of 
trouble by trying again. I suppose he would have tried it before if he hadn’t 
known he was being trailed. How’d you know we were trailing you, Jones?’ 

No answer. 

‘Incredible,’ Dr Archer was muttering. ‘Nothing about him to suggest the 
ingenui f 

‘Frimbo!’ 

The physician swung around, stepped back to Martha Crouch, who had 
uttered the name as one might cry out in torture. Never on any face had he 
seen such intense grief. 

“Why, Martha—what in the world? Does this mean all that to you?’ 

Her eyes, wide and dry, stared impotently about in a suppressed frenzy of 
despair. Clearly, she would have screamed, but could not. 

“You mean’—the physician could not bring himself to accept the obvious 
—‘that you and Frimbo—?’ 

It was as if that name coupled with her own was more than she could 
endure. She wheeled away from him, and from the sudden tense immobility 
of her figure he knew that in a moment all that she was now curbing by 
long self-discipline would explode in one relieving outburst. 

Suddenly she about-faced again. This time her eyes, fixed on a point 
behind John Archer, had in them the madness of hysteria. The doctor 





manifested an impulse to restrain her as she passed him. He hesitated a 
trifle too long. Before anyone knew her intention, she had swept like a Fury 
upon the man whose arms were in the grasp of the two officers. Low words 
came from between her clenched teeth as her hands tore at his face. 

“You—killed—the only man—’ 

They managed after a moment to pull her away. What shocked her, 
however, out of that moment of mania into a sudden stupor of immobility 
was not the firm grasp of friendly hands but the realization that in her 
tightly closed fingers was a wig of kinky black hair, and that the sleek, 
black scalp of the man before her, despite the freckles which so well 
disguised his complexion, was that of her husband, the undertaker, Samuel 
Crouch. 


CHAPTER XXIV 


JINX JENKINS, released, and his ally, Bubber Brown, walked together down 
Seventh Avenue. It was shortly after midnight and the Avenue at this point 
was alive. The Lafayette Theatre was letting out somewhat later than usual, 
flooding the sidewalk with noisy crowds. Cabs were jostling one another to 
reach the curb. Brightly dressed downtowners were streaming into Connie’s 
Inn next door. Habitués of the curb stood about in commenting groups, 
swapping jibes. The two friends ambled through the animated turbulence, 
unaware of the gaiety swirling around them, still awed by the experience 
through which they had passed. 

‘Death on the moon, boy,’ Bubber said. ‘What'd I tell you?’ 

“You tol’ me,’ Jinx unkindly reminded him, ‘it was the flunky done it.’ 

‘The flunky done plenty,’ returned Bubber. ‘Got hisself killed, didn’t he?’ 

“Yea—he done that, all right.’ 

‘His name was N’Ogo,’ Bubber said, “but he went.’ 

They emerged from the bedlam of that carnival block. 

‘Smart guy that Frimbo,’ observed Bubber. ‘Y’ know, I wouldn’t mind 
bein’ kind o’ crazy if it made me that smart.’ 

‘That Crouch wasn’t no dumbbell.’ 

‘Dart say Crouch must ’a’ known all about a railroad porter named 
Easley Jones, and made out he was him.’ 

‘Hmph. Guess now he wishes he was him sho’ ’nough.’ 

‘Sho’ was different from his own self—act different, talk different.’ 

‘He wasn’t so different. He was still actin’ and talkin’ cullud, only more 
SO.” 

Bubber’s hand was on the roll of bills in his pocket which he had won at 
blackjack, but his mind was still in Frimbo’s death chamber. 

‘Them artificial freckles—that man must ’a’ been kind 0’ crazy too— 
jealous crazy—to sit down and think up a thing like that. Freckles sump’m 


like yourn, only his comes off.’ 

‘Mine liked to come off too when I seen who he was. How you reckon he 
got my finger print on that thing?’ 

Bubber described with enthusiasm the physician’s demonstration. 

‘Say, that’s right,’ Jinx recalled. ‘My chair arm was kind 0’ messy on one 
side, but I thought it was jes’ furniture polish and sorter blotted it off on a 
clean place.’ 

‘Then we got up and went over to the mantelpiece and was talkin’ ’bout 
all them false-faces and things.’ 

Yea.’ 

‘That’s when this guy come up and joined the conversation. But he had 
dropped his hat in your chair. While he was standin’ there talkin’ so much, 
he got your han’kerchief and that club. Then it come his turn to go in to 
Frimbo. On the way he leaned over your chair to pick up his hat. That’s 
when he got your thumb print—off the clean place. Didn’t take him a 
second.’ 

‘The grave-digger,’ Jinx muttered. ‘He sho’ meant to dig me in, didn’t 
he?’ 

‘If it hadn’t been you, ’twould ’a’ been somebody else. He jes’ didn’t 
mean to lose his wife and his life both. Couldn’t blame him for that. Jes’ 
ordinary common sense.’ 

A gay young man on the edge of the pavement burst into song for the 
benefit of some acquaintance passing by with a girl: 


‘T’ll be glad when you’re dead, you rascal you— 
I'll be glad when you’re dead, you rascal you— 
Since you won’t stop messin’ ’round, 
I’m go’n’ turn yo’ damper down 
Oh, you dog—I’Il be glad when you’re gone!’ 





‘Boy,’ murmured Bubber, if he only knew what he was singin’.’ 
And deep in meditation the two wandered on side by side down Seventh 
Avenue. 


THE END 





THE untimely death of Rudolph Fisher in December 1934, two years after 
the publication of The Conjure-Man Dies, robbed the world of the first and 
possibly only black detective novelist of the Golden Age. In interviews 
Fisher revealed that he had at least two sequels planned, one of which, 
provisionally entitled Thus Spake the Prophet, he was apparently working 
on as early as January 1933. However, although no more books featuring 
Dart and Archer did emerge, the two were reunited in Fisher’s last 
published story, ‘John Archer’s Nose’, which appeared in the first edition of 
the short-lived Metropolitan magazine only a month after the author died. 


WHENEVER Detective Sergeant Perry Dart felt especially weary of the 
foibles and follies of his Harlem, he knew where to find stimulation; he 
could always count on his friend, Dr John Archer. Spiritually the two 
bachelors were as opposite as the two halves of a circle—and as 
complementary. The detective had only to seek out the physician at the 
latter’s office-apartment, flop into a chair, and make an observation. His 
tall, lean comrade in crime, sober of face but twinkling of eye, would 
produce a bottle, fill glasses, hold a match first to Dart’s cigar then to his 
own, and murmur a word of disagreement. Promptly an argument would be 
on. 

Tonight however the formula had failed to work. It was shortly after 
midnight, an excellent hour for profound argumentation, and the sounds 
from the avenue outside, still alive with the gay crowds that a warm spring 
night invariably calls forth, hardly penetrated into the consulting-room 
where they sat. But Dart’s provocative remark had evoked no disagreement. 

“Your folks,’ Dart had said, ‘are the most superstitious idiots on the face 
of the earth.’ 

The characteristic response would have been: 

‘Perry, you’ll have to cut out drinking. It’s curdling your milk of human 
kindness.’ Or, ‘My folks?—Really!’ Or, ‘Avoid unscientific generalizations, 
my dear Sherlock. They are ninety-one and six-thirteenths percent wrong by 
actual measurement.’ 

But tonight the physician simply looked at him and said nothing. Dart 
prodded further: 

‘They can be as dark as me or as light as you, but their ignorance is the 
same damned colour wherever you find it—black.’ 

That should have brought some demurring comment on the leprechauns 
of the Irish, the totems of the Indians, or the prayer-wheels of the Tibetans. 
Still the doctor said nothing. 

‘So you won’t talk, hey?’ 

Whereupon John Archer said quietly: 

‘I believe you’re right.’ 

Dart’s leg came off its perch across his chair-arm. He set down his glass 
untasted on the doctor’s desk, leaned forward, staring. 


‘Heresy!’ he cried, incredulous. ‘Heresy, b’ gosh!—I’Il have you read out 
of church. What the hell? Don’t you know you aren’t supposed to agree 
with me?’ 

‘Spare me, your grace.’ The twinkle which kindled for an instant in Dr 
Archer’s eyes flickered quickly out. ‘I’ve had a cogent example today of 
what you complain of.’ 

‘Superstition?’ 

‘Of a very dark hue.’ 

‘State the case. Let’s see if you can exonerate yourself.’ 

‘T lost a kid.’ 

Dart reached for his glass. ‘Didn’t know you had one.’ 

‘A patient, you jackass.’ 

Dart grinned. ‘Didn’t know you had a patient, either.’ 

‘That’s not funny. Neither was this. Beautiful, plump little brown rascal 
—eighteen months old—perfectly developed, bright-eyed, alert—and it 
passes out in a convulsion, and I was standing there looking on—helpless.’ 

‘If it was so perfect, what killed it?’ 

‘Superstition.’ 

‘Humph. Anything for an alibi, hey?’ 

‘Superstition,’ repeated Archer in a tone which stilled his friend’s banter. 
‘That baby ought to be alive and well, now.’ 

“What’s the gag line?’ 

‘Status lymphaticus.’ 

‘Hell. And I was just getting serious.’ 

‘That’s as serious as anything could be. The kid had a retained thymus.’ 

‘T’ll bite. What’s a retained thymus?’ 

‘A big gland here in the chest. Usually disappears after birth. Sometimes 
doesn’t. Untreated, it produces this status lymphaticus—convulsions— 
death.’ 

“Why didn’t you treat it?’ 

‘I did what I could. Been seeing it for some time. Could have cleared it 
up over night. What I couldn’t treat was the superstition of the parents.’ 

‘Oh.’ 

‘Specially the father. The kid should have had X-ray treatments. Melt the 
thing away. These kids, literally choking to death in a fit, clear up and 


recover—zip—like that. Most spectacular thing in medicine. But the old 
man wouldn’t hear of it. None of this new-fangled stuff for his only child.’ 

‘T see.’ 

“You can’t see. I haven’t told you yet. I noticed today, for the first time, a 
small, evil-smelling packet on a string around the baby’s neck. In spite of 
the shock immediately following death, my curiosity got the better of me. I 
suppose there was also a natural impulse to—well—change the subject, sort 
of. I asked what it was.’ 

“You would.’ 

‘The father didn’t answer. He’d gone cataleptic. He simply stood there, 
looking. It seemed to me he was looking rather at the packet than at the 
child, and if ever there was the light of madness in a man’s eyes, it was in 
his. The mother, grief-stricken though she was, managed to pull herself 
together long enough to answer.’ 

“What was it?’ 

‘Fried hair.’ 

‘What?’ 

‘Fried hair. No—not just kinky hair, straightened with hot irons and 
grease, as the term usually implies. That packet—I examined it—contained 
a wad of human hair, fried, if you please, in snake oil.’ 

Dart expelled a large volume of disgusted smoke. ‘The fools.’ 

‘A charm. The father had got it that morning from some conjure-woman. 
Guaranteed to cure the baby’s fits.’ 

‘He’d try that in preference to X-rays.’ 

‘And his name,’ the doctor concluded with a reflective smile, ‘was Bright 
—Solomon Bright.’ 

After a moment of silence, Dart said: 

“Well—your sins are forgiven. No wonder you agreed with me.’ 

‘Did I?’ Having unburdened his story, John Archer’s habit of heckling, 
aided by a normal desire to dismiss an unpleasant memory, began now to 
assert itself. The twinkle returned to his eyes. ‘I am of course in error. A 
single graphic example, while impressive, does not warrant a general 
conclusion. Such reasoning, as pointed out by no less an authority than the 
great Bacon—’ 

‘I prefer ham,’ cut in Dart as the phone rang. His friend, murmuring 
something to the effect that ‘like begets like,’ reached for the instrument. 








‘Hello ... Yes ... Yes. I can come at once. Where? 15 West 134th Street, 
Apartment 51 ... Yes—right away.’ 

Deliberately he replaced the receiver. ‘I’m going to post a reward,’ he 
said wearily, ‘for the first person who calls a doctor and says, “Doctor, take 
your time.” Right away—tright away—’ 

He rose, put away the bottle, reached for hat and bag. 

“Want to come along?’ 

“You’re not really going right away?’ 

‘In spite of my better judgment. That girl was scared.’ 

‘O.K. All ve got to do before morning 1s sleep.’ 

‘Don’t count on it. Got your gun?’ 

‘Gun? Of course. But what for?’ 

‘Just a hunch. Come on.’ 

‘Hunch?’ Dart jumped up to follow. ‘Say—what is this? A shooting?’ 

‘Not yet.’ They reached the street. 

‘So what?’ 

‘Girl said her brother’s been stabbed.’ 

“Yea?—here—let’s use my car!’ 

‘Righto. But lay off that siren. It gives me the itch.’ 

“Well, scratch,’ Dart said as his phaeton leaped forward. ‘You’ve got 
fingernails, haven’t you?’ And with deliberate perversity he made the siren 
howl. 


In three minutes they reached their destination and were panting up endless 
stairs. 

‘It’s a cowardly trick, that siren,’ breathed the doctor. 

‘Why?’ 

‘Just a stunt to scare all the bad men away from the scene of the crime.’ 

“Well, it wouldn’t work up here. This high up, they couldn’t hear a thing 
in the street.’ 

“You're getting old. It’s only five flights.’ 

Dart’s retort was cut off by the appearance of a girl’s form at the head of 
the stairway. 

‘Dr Archer?’ Her voice was trembling. ‘This way.—Please—hurry—’ 

They followed her into the hallway of an apartment. They caught a 
glimpse of a man and woman as they passed the front living-room. The girl 


stopped and directed them with wide, frightened eyes into a bed-chamber 
off the hall. They stepped past her into the chamber, Dart pausing 
automatically to look about before following the physician in. 

An old lady sat motionless beside the bed, her distorted face a spasm of 
grief. She looked up at the doctor, a pitifully frantic appeal in her eyes, then 
looked back toward the bed without speaking. 

Dr Archer dropped his bag and bent over the patient, a lean-faced boy of 
perhaps twenty. He lay on his left side facing the wall, his knees slightly 
drawn up in a sleeping posture. But his eyes were open and fixed. The 
doctor grasped his thin shoulders and pulled him gently a little way, to 
reveal a wide stain of blood on the bedclothing below; pulled him a little 
farther over, bent in a moment’s inspection, then summoned Dart with a 
movement of his head. Together they observed the black-pearl handle of a 
knife, protruding from the chest. The boy had been stabbed through his 
pyjama coat, and the blade was unquestionably in his heart. 

Dr Archer released the shoulder. The body rolled softly back to its 
original posture. The physician stood erect. 

‘Are you his mother?’ he asked the old lady. 

Dumbly, she nodded. 

“You saw the knife, of course?’ 

‘I seen it,’ she said in almost a whisper, and with an effort added, ‘I—I 
didn’t pull it out for fear of startin’ him bleedin’ ag’in.’ 

‘He won’t bleed any more,’ Dr Archer said gently. “He hasn’t bled for an 
hour—maybe two.’ 

The girl behind them gasped sharply. ‘You mean he’s been—dead—that 
long?’ 

‘At least. The blood stain beneath him is dry.’ 

A sob escaped the old lady. ‘Sonny—’ 

‘Oh Ma—!’ The girl moved to the old lady’s side, encircled her with 
compassionate arms. 

‘I knowed it,’ the old lady whispered. ‘I knowed it—the minute I seen 
him, I knowed—’ 

Dr Archer terminated a long silence by addressing the girl. ‘It was you 
who called me?’ 

She nodded. 


‘When you said your brother had been stabbed, I knew the case would 
have to be reported to the police. Detective Sergeant Dart was with me at 
the time. I thought it might save embarrassment if he came along.’ 

The girl looked at Dart and after a moment nodded again. 

‘I understand.—But we—we don’t know who did it.’ 

A quick glance passed between the two men. 

‘Then it’s lucky I came,’ Dart said. ‘Perhaps I can help you.’ 

“Yes.—Yes perhaps you can.’ 

‘Whose knife is that?’ 

‘His own.’ 

‘His own?—Where did you last see it?’ 

‘On the bureau by the head of the bed.’ 

‘When?’ 

‘This afternoon, when I was cleaning up.’ 

‘Tell me how you found him.’ 

‘Just like that. I’d been out. I came in and along the hall on the way to my 
room, I noticed his door was closed. He hasn’t been coming in till much 
later recently. I stopped to speak to him—he hadn’t been well.—I opened 
the door and spoke. He didn’t answer. I pushed on the light. He looked 
funny. I went over to him and saw the blood.—’ 

‘Shall we go into another room?’ 

“Yes, please—Come, Ma—’ 

Stiffly, with the girl’s assistance, the mother got to her feet and permitted 
herself to be guided toward the door. There she paused, turned, and looked 
back at the still figure lying on the bed. Her eyes were dry, but the depth of 
her shocked grief was unmistakable. Then, almost inaudibly, she said a 
curious thing: 

‘God forgive me.’ 

And slowly she turned again and stumbled forward. 

Again Dart and Archer exchanged glances. The former’s brows lifted. 
The latter shook his head thoughtfully as he picked up his bag. As the girl 
and her mother went out, he stood erect and sniffed. He went over to the 
room’s one window, which was open, near the foot of the bed. Dart 
followed. Together they looked out into the darkness of an airshaft. Above, 
one more story and the edge of the roof. Below, an occasional lighted 
window and a blend of diverse sounds welling up: a baby wailing, someone 


coughing spasmodically, a radio rasping laboured jazz, a woman’s laugh, 
quickly stifled. 

‘God forgive her what?’ said Dart. 

The doctor sniffed again. ‘It didn’t come from out there.’ 

“What didn’t?’ 

“What I smelt.’ 

‘All I smell is a rat.’ 

‘This is far more subtle.’ 

‘Smell up the answer to my question.’ 

The physician sniffed again, said nothing, turned and started out. He and 
Dart overtook the others in the hallway. A moment later, they were all in the 
living-room. 


The man and woman, whom they had seen in passing, waited there, looking 
toward them expectantly. The woman, clad in gold-figured black silk 
Chinese pyjamas, was well under thirty, slender, with yellow skin which 
retained a decided make-up even at this hour. Her boyish bob was reddish 
with frequent ‘frying,’ and her eyes were cold and hard. The man, in shirt- 
sleeves and slippers, was approximately the same age, of medium build and 
that complexion known as ‘riny’—light, sallow skin and sand-coloured 
kinky hair. His eyes were green. 

The girl got the old lady into a chair before speaking. Then, in a dull, 
absent sort of way, she said: 

‘This is the doctor. He’s already turned the case over to this gentleman 
that came with him.’ 

‘And who,’ the woman inquired, ‘is this gentleman that came with him?’ 

‘A policeman—a detective.’ 

‘Hmph!’ commented the woman. 

‘Fast work,’ added the man unpleasantly. 

‘Thank you,’ returned Dart, eyeing him coolly. ‘May I know to whom I 
owe the compliment?’ 

The man matched his stare before answering. 

‘I am Ben Dewey. This is my wife. Petal there is my sister. Sonny was 
my brother.’ There was unnecessary insolence in the enumeration. 

‘“““Was” your brother?’ 

“Yes, was.’ Mr Dewey was evidently not hard to incense. He bristled. 


‘Then you are already aware of his—misfortune?’ 

‘Of course.’ 

‘In fact, you were aware of it before Dr Archer arrived.’ 

“What do you mean?’ 

‘I mean that no one has stated your brother’s condition since we came 
into this room. You were not in the bedroom when Dr Archer did state it. 
Yet you know tt.’ 

Ben Dewey glared. ‘Certainly I know it.’ 

‘How?’ 

The elder brother’s wife interrupted. ‘This is hardly the time, Mr 
Detective, for a lot of questions.’ 

Dart looked at her. ‘I see,’ he said quietly. ‘I have been in error. Miss 
Petal said, in the other room just now, “We don’t know who did it.” 
Naturally I assumed that her “we” included all the members of the family. I 
see now that she meant only herself and her mother. So, Mrs Dewey, if you 
or your husband will be kind enough to name the guilty party, we can easily 
avoid a “lot of questions.” 

‘That ain’t what I meant!’ flared the wife. “We don’t know who did it 
either.’ 

‘Oh. And you are not anxious to find out—as quickly as possible?’ 

Dr Archer mediated. ‘Sergeant Dart naturally felt that in performing his 
duty he would also be serving you all. He regrets, of course, the intrusion 
upon your—er—moment of sorrow.’ 

‘A sorrow which all of you do not seem to share alike,’ appended Dart, 
who believed in making people so angry that they would blurt out the truth. 
‘May I use your phone?’ 

He went to the instrument, resting on a table near the hall door, called the 
precinct station, reported the case, asked for a medical examiner, and 
declined assistants. 

‘I’m sure the family would prefer to have me act alone for the time 
being.’ 

Only Dr Archer realized what these words meant: that within five 
minutes half a dozen men would be just outside the door of the apartment, 
ready to break in at the sergeant’s first signal. 

But Dart turned and smiled at the brother and his wife. “Am I right in 
assuming that?’ he asked courteously. 


“Yes—of course,’ Ben said, somewhat subdued. 

Swiftly the courteous smile vanished. The detective’s voice was incisive 
and hard. ‘Then perhaps you will tell me how you knew so well that your 
brother was dead.’ 

“Why—I saw him. I saw the knife in—’ 

‘When?’ 

“When Petal screamed. Letty and I had gone to bed. And when Petal 
screamed, naturally we jumped up and rushed into Sonny’s room, where she 
was. She was standing there looking at him. I went over to him and looked. 
I guess I shook him. Anybody could see—’ 

“What time was that?’ 

‘Just a few minutes ago. Just before the doctor was called. I told her to 
call him.’ 

‘About ten minutes ago, then?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘How many times did your sister scream?’ 

‘Only once.’ 

“You're sure?’ 

"yes; 

“You had retired. You heard one scream. You jumped up and went 
straight to it.’ 

“Why not?’ 

‘Extraordinary sense of direction, that’s all—Whose knife is that?’ 

*Sonny’s.’ 

‘How do you know?’ 

‘I’ve seen him with it. Couldn’t miss that black pearl handle.’ 

“Who else was in the house at the time?’ 

‘No one but Ma. She was already in the room when we got there. She’s 
got an extraordinary sense of direction, too.’ 

‘Any one else here during the evening?’ 

‘No—not that I know of. My wife and I have been in practically all 
evening.’ 

‘Practically?’ 

‘I mean she was in all evening. I went out for a few minutes—down to 
the corner for a pack of cigarettes.’ 

“What time?’ 





‘About ten o’clock.’ 

‘And you’ve heard nothing—no suspicious sounds of any kind?’ 

‘No. At least J didn’t. Did you Letty?’ 

‘All I heard was Sonny himself coming in.’ 

“What time was that?’ 

‘’*Bout nine o’clock. He went in his room and stayed there.’ 

‘Just what was everyone doing at that time?’ 

‘The rest of us were in the back of the flat—except for Petal. She’d gone 
out. Ben and I were in the kitchen. I was washing the dishes, he was sitting 
at the table, smoking. We’d just finished eating supper.’ 

“Your usual supper hour?’ 

‘Ben doesn’t get home from the Post Office till late.’ 

“Where was Mother Dewey?’ 

‘In the dining-room, reading the paper.’ 

‘Anyone else here now?’ 

‘Not that I know of.’ 

‘Do you mind if we look?’ 

‘If I minded, would that stop you?’ 

Dart indulged in an appraising pause, then said: 

‘It might. I should hate to embarrass you.’ 

‘Embarrass me!—Go ahead—I’ve nothing to hide.’ 

‘That’s good. Doc, if you can spare the time, will you take a look around 
with me?’ 

Dr Archer nodded with his tongue in his cheek. Dart knew very well that 
a cash-in-advance major operation could not have dragged the physician 
away. 

‘Before we do, though,’ the detective said, ‘let me say this: Here are four 
of you, all closely related to the victim, all surely more or less familiar with 
his habits and associates. Yet not one of you offers so much as a suggestion 
as to who might have done this.’ 

“You haven’t given us time,’ remarked Letty Dewey. 

Dart looked at his watch. ‘I’ve given you five minutes.’ 

“Who’s been doing all the talking?’ 

‘All right. Take your turn now. Who do you think did it?’ 

‘I haven’t the remotest idea.’ 


‘M—m—so you said before—while I was doing all the talking.—He 
smiled. ‘Strange that none of you should have the remotest idea. The shock, 
no doubt. I should rather expect a flood of accusations. Unless, of course, 
there is some very good reason to the contrary.’ 

“What do you mean?’ 

‘I mean—’ the detective was pleasantly casual—‘unless you are 
protecting each other. In which case, if I may remind you, you become 
accessory.—Come on, Doc. No doubt the family would like a little private 
conference.’ 


During the next few minutes the two went through the apartment. Alert 
against surprise, they missed no potential hiding-place, satisfying 
themselves that nobody had modestly secreted himself in some out-of-the- 
way corner. The place possessed no apparent entrance or exit other than its 
one outside door, and there was nothing unusual about its arrangement of 
rooms—several bedchambers off a central hallway, with the living-room at 
the front end and a kitchen and dining-room at the back. 

Characteristically, the doctor indulged in wordy and somewhat irrelevant 
reflection during the tour of inspection. Exchanges of comment punctuated 
their progress. 

‘Back here,’ Dr Archer said. ‘I don’t get it. But up there where they are, I 
do. And in the boy’s room, J did.’ 

‘Get what—that smell?’ 

‘M—m. Peculiar—very. Curious thing, odours. Discernible in higher 
dilution than any other material stimulus. Ridiculous that we don’t make 
greater use of them.’ 

‘I never noticed any particular restriction of ’em in Harlem.’ 

On the dining-room table a Harlem newspaper was spread out. Dart 
glanced at the page, which was bordered with advertisements. 

‘Here it is again,’ he said, pointing, ““Do you want success in love, 
business, a profession?” These “ads” are all that keep this sheet going. Your 
folks’ superstition—’ 

Dr Archer’s eyes travelled down the column but he seemed to ignore the 
interruption. 

‘Odours should be restricted,’ he pursued. ‘They should be captured, 
classified, and numbered like the lines of the spectrum. We let them run 


wild—’ 

‘Check.’ 

‘And sacrifice a wealth of information. In a language of a quarter of a 
million words, we haven’t a single specific direct denotation of a smell.’ 

‘Oh, no?’ 

‘No. Whatever you’re thinking of, it is an indirect and non-specific 
denotation, liking the odour in mind to something else. We are content with 
“fragrant” and “foul” or general terms of that character, or at best 
“alcoholic” or “mouldy,” which are obviously indirect. We haven’t even 
such general direct terms as apply to colours—red, green, and blue. We 
name what we see but don’t name what we smell.’ 

“Which is just as well.’ 

‘On the contrary. If we could designate each smell by number—’ 

“We'd know right off who killed Sonny.’ 

‘Perhaps. I daresay every crime has its peculiar odour.’ 

‘Old stuff. They used bloodhounds in Uncle Toms Cabin.’ 

“We could use one here.’ 

‘Do tell?’ 

‘This crime has a specific smell—’ 

‘It stinks all right.’ 

‘—which I think we should find significant if we could place it.’ 

‘Rave on, Aristotle.’ 

“Two smells, in fact. First, alcohol.’ 

“We brought that with us.’ 

‘No. Another vintage I’m sure. Didn’t you get it in the boy’s bedroom?’ 

‘Not especially.’ 

‘It’s meaning was clear enough. The boy was stabbed while sleeping 
under the effect of alcohol.’ 

‘How’d you sneak up that answer?’ 

‘There was no sign of struggle. He’d simply drawn up his knees a little 
and died.’ 

‘Don’t tell me you smelt alcohol on a dead man’s breath.’ 

‘No. What I smelt was the alcoholic breath he’d expelled into that room 
before he died. Enough to leave a discernible—er—tfragrance for over an 
hour afterward.’ 

‘Hm—Stabbed in his sleep.’ 


‘But that simply accounts for the lack of struggle and the tranquil posture 
of the corpse. It does indicate, of course, that for a boy of twenty Sonny was 
developing bad habits—a fact corroborated by his sister’s remark about late 
hours. But that’s all. This other odour which I get from time to time I 
consider far more important. It might even lead to the identity of the killer 
—if we could trace it.’ 

‘Then keep sniffing, Fido. Y’know, I had a dog like you once. Only he 
didn’t do a lot of talking about what he smelt.’ 

“Too bad he couldn’t talk, Sergeant. You could have learned a great deal 
from him.’ 

As they approached the front door the bell rang. Dart stepped to the door 
and opened it. A large pink-faced man carrying a doctor’s bag stood puffing 
on the threshold. He blinked through his glasses and grinned. 

‘Dr Finkelbaum!’ exclaimed the detective. “Some service! Come in. You 
know Dr Archer.’ He looked quickly out into the corridor, noted his men, 
grinned, signalled silence, stepped back. 

‘Sure. Hello, doctor,’ greeted the newcomer. ‘Whew!’ Thank your stars 
you’re not the medical examiner.’ 

“You must have been uptown already,’ said Dr Archer. 

“Yea. Little love affair over on Lenox Avenue. I always phone in before 
leaving the neighbourhood—they don’t do things by halves up here. 
Where’s the stiff?’ 

‘In the second room,’ said Dart. “Come on, I’Il show you.’ 

‘At least,’ murmured Dr Archer, ‘it was in there a moment ago.’ 

Despite his scepticism, which derived from sudden mysterious 
disappearances of corpses on two previous occasions in his experience, they 
found the contents of Sonny’s bedchamber unchanged. 

‘Who did this?’ inquired the medical examiner. 

‘At present,’ Dart said, “there are four denials—his mother, his sister, his 
brother, and his brother’s wife.’ 

‘All in the family, eh?’ 

‘I haven’t finished talking to them yet. You and Dr Archer carry on here. 
I'll go back and try some more browbeating.’ 

‘Righto.’ 

Now Dart returned to the living-room. The four people seemed not to 
have moved. The brother stood in the middle of the floor, meditating. The 


wife sat in a chair, bristling. The girl was on the arm of another chair in 
which her elderly mother still slumped, staring forward with eyes that saw 
nothing—or perhaps everything. 

The detective looked about. ‘Finished your conference?’ 

‘Conference about what?’ said Ben. 

‘The national debt. What’s happened since I left here?’ 

‘Nothing.’ 

‘No conversation at all?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Then who used this telephone?’ 

“Why—nobody.’ 

‘No? I suppose it moved itself? I left it like this, with the mouthpiece 
facing the door. Now the mouthpiece faces the centre of the room. One of 
the miracles of modern science or what?’ 

Nobody spoke. 

‘Now listen.” There was a menacing placidity in the detective’s voice. 
‘This conspiracy of silence stuff may make it hard for me, but it’s going to 
make it a lot harder for you. You people are going to talk. Personally, I 
don’t care whether you talk here or around at the precinct. But whatever 
you’re holding out for, it’s no use. The circumstances warrant arresting all 
of you, right now.’ 

“We’ve answered your questions,’ said Letty angrily. ‘Do you want us to 
lie and say one of us did it—just to make your job easier?’ 

‘Lawd—Lawd!’ whispered the old lady and Petal’s arm went about her 
again, vainly comforting. 

‘Who else lives here?’ Dart asked suddenly. 

As if sparing them the necessity of answering, the outside door clicked 
and opened. Dart turned to see a young man enter the hallway. The young 
man looked toward them, his pale face a picture of bewilderment, closed 
the door behind him, mechanically put his key back into his pocket, and 
came into the living-room. 

“What’s up,” he asked. ‘What do those guys want outside?’ 

‘Guys outside?’ Ben looked at Dart. ‘So the joint’s pinched?’ 

‘Not yet,’ returned Dart. ‘It’s up to you people.’ He addressed the 
newcomer. ‘Who are you?’ 

‘Me?—I’m Red Brown. I live here.’ 


‘Really? Odd nobody’s mentioned you.’ 

‘He hasn’t been here all day,’ said Letty. 

“What’s happened?’ insisted Red Brown. ‘Who is this guy?’ 

‘He’s a policeman,’ Petal answered. ‘Somebody stabbed—Sonny.’ 

‘Stabbed Sonny—!’ Dart saw the boy’s wide eyes turn swiftly from Petal 
and fix themselves on Ben. 

‘A flesh wound,’ the detective said quickly. 

‘Oh,’ said Red, still staring with a touch of horror at Ben. His look could 
not have been clearer had he accused the elder brother in words. 

“You and Sonny are good friends?’ pursued Dart. 

“Yea—buddies. We room together.’ 

‘It might make it easier for Ben if you told me why he stabbed his 
brother.’ 

Red’s look, still fixed, darkened. 

“Why should I make it easier for him?’ 

There was silence, sudden and tense. Ben drew a deep, sharp breath, 
amazement changing to rage. 

“Why—you stinking little pup!’ 

He charged forward. Letty yelled, ‘Ben!’ Red, obvious child of the city, 
ducked low and sidewise, thrusting out one leg, over which his assailant 
tripped and crashed to the floor. Dart stepped forward and grabbed Ben as 
he struggled up. There was no breaking the detective’s hold. 

‘Easy. What do you want to do—prove he’s right?’ 

‘Let me go and I’Il prove plenty! I'll make him—’ 

‘It’s a lie!’ breathed Letty. ‘Ben didn’t kill him.’ 

Unexpectedly Dart released Ben. 

‘All right,’ said he. ‘Get to proving. But don’t let me have to bean you.’ 

The impulse to assault was spent. Ben pulled himself together. 

‘What’s the idea?’ he glowered at Red. ‘I even call up the poolroom 
where you work, trying to keep you out of this. And you walk in and try to 
make me out a murderer.’ 

‘Murderer?’ Red looked about, engaged Dart. ‘You—you said—flesh 
wound.’ 

“Yes,’ the detective returned drily. ‘The flesh of his heart.’ 

‘Gee! Gee, Ben. I didn’t know you'd killed him.’ 

‘I didn’t kill htm! Why do you keep saying so?’ 





Red looked from Ben to Letty, encountering a glare of the most intense 
hatred Dart had ever seen. The woman would obviously have tried to claw 
his eyes out had not circumstances restrained her. 

‘Go on,’ she said through her teeth. ‘Tell your tale.’ 

Her menace held the boy silent for an uncertain moment. It was 
outweighed by the cooler threat of Dart’s next words: 

‘Not scared to talk, are you, Red?’ 

‘Scared? No, I ain’t scared. But murder—gee!’ 

“You and Sonny were buddies, weren’t you?’ 

“Yea—that’s right.’ 

‘Slept in the same bed.’ 

Yea.’ 

‘Supposing it had been you in that bed instead of Sonny?’ 

“Yea—it might ’a been.’ 

‘Sonny wouldn’t have let you down, would he?’ 

‘He never did.’ 

‘All right. Speak up. What do you know?’ 

‘I know—I mean—maybe—maybe Ben figured there was somethin’ 
goin’ on between Sonny and—.’ He did not look at Letty now. 

“Was there?’ 

“Wouldn’t matter whether there was or not—if Ben thought so.’ 

“True enough. Well, Mr Dewey, what about that?’ 

Ben Dewey did not have an answer—seemed not to have heard the 
detective’s last word. His mouth hung open as he stared dumbfounded at his 
wife. 

His wife, however, still transfixed Red with gleaming eyes. 

‘It should have been you instead of Sonny,’ she said evenly. ‘You rat.’ 

Abruptly Dart remembered the presence of the old lady and the girl. He 
turned toward them, somewhat contrite for not having spared them the 
shock of this last disclosure, but got a shock of his own which silenced his 
intended apology: The girl’s face held precisely the expression of stunned 
unbelief that he had expected to find. But the old lady sat huddled in the 
same posture that she had held throughout the questioning. Her steadfast 
gaze was still far away, and apparently she had not heard or seen a single 
item of what had just transpired in the room. 





Dart stepped into the hall to meet Dr Archer and the medical examiner as 
they returned from the death room. 

‘I’m through,’ said Dr Finkelbaum. ‘Immediate autopsy on this. Here’s 
the knife.’ He handed Dart the instrument, wrapped in a dressing. ‘I don’t 
believe—’ 

Dart interrupted him with a quick gesture, then said loudly enough to be 
heard by those in the living-room: 

“You don’t believe it could have been suicide, do you, doctor?’ 

‘Suicide? I should say not.’ The medical examiner caught Dart’s cue and 
matched his tone. ‘He wasn’t left-handed, was he?’ 

Dart turned back, asking through the living-room doorway, ‘Was your 
brother left-handed, Mr Dewey?’ 

Ben had not taken his eyes off Letty. 

‘Seems like he was,” he said in a low voice, which included his wife in 
his indictment. 

‘Is that true, Miss Petal?’ 

‘No, sir. He was right-handed.’ 

‘Then it wasn’t suicide,’ said the medical examiner. ‘The site of the 
wound and the angle of the thrust rule out a right hand. The depth of it 
makes even a left hand unlikely.’ 

‘Thanks, doctor. We can forget the fact that it was his own knife.’ 

‘Absolutely.’ 

‘And,’ Dart winked as he added, ‘we can expect to find the killer’s 
fingerprints on this black pearl handle, don’t you think?’ 

‘Oh, unquestionably,’ replied Dr Finkelbaum. ‘That handle will name the 
guilty party even if he wore a glove. The new method, you know.’ 

‘So I thought,’ said Dart. ‘Well, on your way?’ 

“Yep. Pll get him downtown and let you have a report first thing in the 
morning. See you later, gentlemen.’ 

‘T’m afraid you will,’ murmured Dr Archer. 

Dr Finkelbaum departed. Dr Archer and the detective conferred a brief 
moment in inaudible tones, then entered the living-room. 

‘Mr Dewey,’ said Dart. ‘do you deny having committed this crime in the 
face of the circumstances?’ 

“What circumstances?’ 


‘The existence of ample motive, as testified by Red Brown, here, and of 
ample opportunity, as testified by your wife. 

“What do you mean, opportunity?’ 

‘She corroborated your statement that at about ten o’clock you went out 
for a few minutes on the pretext of getting a pack of cigarettes.’ 

‘I did go out and I got the cigarettes.’ 

‘The time when you say you went out happens to correspond with the 
time when the doctors say the crime was committed.’ 

‘And if I was out, how could I have done it?’ 

“You couldn’t. But suppose you weren’t out? Suppose you went down the 
hall, opened and shut the front door, crept back silently into Sonny’s room 
—only a few steps—did what you had to do, and, after the proper lapse of 
time, crept back to the front door, opened and shut it again, and walked 
back up the hall as if you had been out the whole time? Your wife says that 
you went out. But she can not swear that you actually left the apartment.’ 

‘Of course I can!’ said Letty sharply. 

“Yes? Then, Mrs Dewey, you must have been in the hallway the whole 
time Mr Dewey was out. You can not see the length of that hallway from 
any room in this house. The only way you can swear there was nobody in it 
throughout that time is to swear that you were in it throughout that time. 
Could you swear that?’ 

Letty hesitated only a moment before answering hotly, ‘Yes!’ 

‘Careful, Mrs Dewey. Why should you stand idle for ten minutes alone in 
an empty hallway?’ 

‘I—I was measuring it for wallpaper.’ 

‘Strange. I noted that it had recently been re-papered.’ 

‘I didn’t like the new paper. I was planning to have it changed.’ 

‘I see. Then you insist that you were in that hallway all that time?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘And that Mr Dewey was not?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘And that no one else was?’ 

“No one.’ 

‘Madam, you have accused yourself.’ 

“Wh—what?’ 

“You have just accused yourself of killing your brother-in-law.’ 


‘What are you talking about?’ 

‘Pll make it plainer. The only doorway to Sonny’s room is on the hall. 
Assuming that the doctors are right about the time of death, and assuming 
that the killer used the only door, which is on the hallway you so carefully 
kept under observation, no one but yourself was within striking distance at 
the time Sonny was stabbed. You follow my reasoning?’ 

‘Why—’ 

‘Therefore by your own statement—which you are willing to swear to— 
you must have killed him yourself.’ 

‘I never said any such thing!’ 

“You wish to retract your statement?’ 

ee 

‘And admit that your husband may have been in the hallway?’ 

Completely confused and dismayed, the woman burst into tears. 

But disloyal or not, this was Ben Dewey’s wife; he came to her rescue: 

“Wait a minute, officer. At least you had a reason for accusing me. What 
would she want to do that for?’ 

‘T’d rather not guess, Mr Dewey. But it shouldn’t be hard.’ 

Only Letty’s sobs broke the next moment’s silence. Finally Ben said in a 
dull, low voice: 

‘She didn’t do it.’ 

‘Did you?’ asked Dart quickly. 

‘No. I didn’t either. It’s—it’s all cockeyed.’ 

The man’s change of attitude from arrogance to humility was more 
touching than the woman’s tears. 

‘Are we under arrest?’ 

Dart’s answer was surprising. ‘No.’ 

‘No?’ 

‘No. You are free to go about as usual. You will all hold yourselves ready 
for questioning at any time, of course. But I shall not make an arrest until 
this knife is examined.’ 

Letty stopped sobbing to follow the general trend of eyes toward the 
gauze-wrapped knife in Dart’s hand. 

‘Here’s the answer,’ said the detective, looking about and raising the 
object. ‘Of course—a confession would save us a bit of time and trouble.’ 

Nobody uttered a word. 


“Well—in the morning we’ll know. Dr Archer put this in your bag, 
please. And do you mind keeping it for me until morning? I’ve got a bit of 
checking up to do meanwhile.’ 

‘Not at all.” The doctor took the knife, placed it carefully in a side pocket 
of his bag. ‘It'll be safe there till you come for it.’ 

‘Of course. Thanks a lot. We’ll be going now.’ 

The two started out. Dart halted as his companion went on toward the 
outside door. 

‘I might say before going, Mr Dewey,’ he remarked, ‘that anything that 
happens to Red Brown here will make things look even worse for you and 
your wife. Both of you threatened him, if I remember.’ 

‘I can take care of myself,’ said Red Brown coolly. 

‘I’m glad to know that,’ returned Dart. ‘And—oh yes. I'd like to see you 
all here in the morning at nine. That’s all. Good night.’ 

‘From your instructions to your men,’ observed Dr Archer, as he and the 
detective rode back toward his office, ‘I gather the purpose of not making 
an arrest.’ 

‘It’s the only way,’ Dart said. ‘Let ’em go and keep an eye on ’em. Their 
actions will always tell more than their words. I hadn’t got anywhere until 
Red Brown looked at brother Ben. Yet he didn’t say a word.’ 

‘And,’ Dr Archer continued, ‘I gather also that Exhibit A, which rests 
enshrouded in my bag, 1s to be a decoy.’ 

‘Sure. That was all stuff—about prints and the new method. Probably not 
a thing on that knife but they don’t know that. Somebody’s going to try and 
get that lethal weapon back.’ 

‘But—’ the doctor’s words disregarded the detective’s interruptions 
—‘what I fail to gather is the reason for dragging in me and my bag.’ 

“You dragged me in, didn’t you?’ 

‘I see. One good murder deserves another.’ 

‘No. Look. The thing had to be planted where the guilty person figured it 
could be recovered. They wouldn’t attempt to get it away from me. But 
you’re different.’ 

‘Different from you?’ 

‘Exactly.’ 

‘It’s a relief to know that.’ 

“You’re no happier over it than I am.’ 


“You'll be nearby, I trust?’ 

‘Under your bed, if you like.’ 

‘No. The girl might come for it.’ 

‘That’s just why I’Il be nearby. Leave you alone and she’ll get it.’ 

‘Shouldn’t be at all surprised. Lovely little thing.’ 

‘But not too little.’ 

‘Nor too lovely.’ 

‘Aren’t you ashamed of yourself?’ 

‘Not at all. You see—’ 

“Yea, I see. Never mind the long explanation. Adam saw, too.’ 

‘Ah, but what did Adam see? An apple. Only an apple.’ 

“Well, if it’s the girl—which it won’t be—she’d better bring an apple 
along—to keep the doctor away.’ 

‘Sergeant, how you admire me. What makes you think it won’t be the 
girl?’ 

“You don’t think she killed her brother, do you?’ 

‘I hope not. But I wouldn’t—er—express an opinion in cash.’ 

‘Couldn’t you just say you wouldn’t bet on it?’ 

‘Never use a word of one syllable, sergeant, when you can find one of 
SIX.” 

“Why wouldn’t you bet on it? She’s just a kid. A rather nice kid.’ 

‘How did you find out?’ 

Dart ignored him. ‘She screamed. She telephoned for you.’ 

‘Nice girls of nineteen have been known to do such things.’ 

‘Kill their sweethearts, maybe—their ex-sweethearts. Not their brothers.’ 

‘True. Usually it is the brother who kills his sister’s sweetheart, isn’t it? 
Whereupon the sweetheart is known as a betrayer.’ 

“Yea. Family honour. Course I’ve never seen it, but—’ 

‘Cynic. Here we are.’ 

But Dart drove on past the doctor’s apartment. 

“Whither, pray?’ 

‘Get smart. They may recognize the detective’s licence-plates. Around 
the corner’ II be better.’ 

‘And me with no roller-skates.’ 

Shortly they returned to the apartment on foot, and soon were engaged in 
smooth hypotheses, well oiled. 


‘One of these things is going to fool us yet,’ meditated the physician 
between sips. 

‘They all fool us.’ 

‘Modesty ill becomes you, Perry. I mean the party who obviously did the 
thing from the outset sometimes does it.’ 

‘The party is always obvious from the outset—when it’s all over. What 
I’d like to see is a case in which the party who is obvious from the outset is 
obvious at the outset.’ 

‘The trouble is with the obviousness—the kind of obviousness. One 
person is obviously guilty because everything points to him. Another is 
obviously guilty because nothing points to him. In the present case, Ben is 
the one example, Red the other.’ 

“You’re drinking. How can a man be guilty because nothing points to 
him?’ 

‘Because, of course, too perfect an alibi is no alibi, just as too perfect a 
case is no case. Perfection doesn’t exist. Hence the perfect thing is false.’ 

‘This is false whiskey.’ 

‘May it continue to deceive us. Consider this: Can you imagine a lad like 
Red Brown living in a house with a girl like Petal and not being—er— 
affected?’ 

‘So what?’ 

‘I was thinking of the brother-sweetheart complex you suggested.’ 

‘With the brother getting the worst of it? But Letty said Red had been out 
all day. How could Red—?’ 

‘Just as you said Ben could. Only he didn’t slam the front door.’ 

‘Of course Letty was lying about being in the hall all that time. Maybe 
Red could have sneaked in and out, at that. But that’s taking it pretty far. 
Nothing that we know indicates Red.’ 

‘Nothing except that he’s altogether too un-indicated.’ 

‘Well, if you really want to get fancy, listen to this.’ 

‘Go ahead.’ 

‘Red knows that Letty is two-timing.’ 

“Yes.” 

‘Ben doesn’t.’ 

No.’ 

‘If Ben finds out, it’s her hips.’ 


“Yes.” 

‘She’s rather partial to her hips.’ 

‘Naturally.’ 

‘A blab from either Sonny or Red—and bye-bye.’ 

‘Hips.’ 

‘So, tired of Sonny and afraid of Red, she decides on what is known as 
murder for elimination.’ 

‘Murder of Sonny?’ 

‘No. Of Red. With Sonny implicated by his knife.’ 

‘Go on. How’d she get Sonny and Red mixed?’ 

‘She heard Sonny come in—’way down the hall where she couldn’t see. 
But Sonny, having developed bad habits, never comes in so early. She 
believes this is Red. When Ben steps out, she slips into the dark room and 
hurriedly acts in self-defence.’ 

‘Hip-defence.’ 

‘M—=m. Only it happens to be Sonny. Well, what about it?’ 

‘Utterly fantastic. Yet not utterly impossible.’ 

‘O.K. Your turn.’ 

“You leave me the most fantastic possibility of all.’ 

‘The old lady?’ 

‘No. The mother.’ The doctor paused a moment, then said, ‘There’s quite 
a difference. Can you imagine anything that would make a mother kill her 
son?’ 

‘That smell you mentioned, maybe.’ 

‘No. Seriously.’ 

‘I don’t know. It’s pretty hard to believe. But it could happen, I suppose. 
By mistake, for instance. Suppose the old lady thought it was Red—yjust as 
Letty might have. Red—leading her child down the road to hell ... That 
would explain why she said, “God forgive me!”” 

‘Let’s forget your “mistake” for a while.’ 

“Well then, look. When I was walking a beat, a woman came to me once 
and begged me to put her son in jail. He was a dope. She said when she saw 
him like that, she wanted to kill him.’ 

‘But did she?’ 

‘No. But why can’t mother-love turn to hate like any other love?’ 

‘I guess the fact that it doesn’t is what makes it mother-love.’ 


‘What about those hospital cases where unmarried girls try to smother 
their kids—and sometimes succeed?’ 

‘Quite different, I should say. Those girls aren’t yet mothers, emotionally. 
They’re just parents, biologically. With a wholly unwanted and recently 
very painful obstruction between themselves and happiness. Mother-love 
must develop, like anything else. It grows as the child grows, becomes a 
personal bond only as the child becomes a person.’ 

‘All right. But mothers can go crazy.’ 

“Yes. There are cases of that kind.’ 

‘That old lady acted kind 0’ crazy, I thought.’ 

‘Probably just grief. Or concern over the whereabouts of Sonny’s soul.’ 

‘Maybe. I wouldn’t press the point. But as long as we’re guessing, I don’t 
want to slight anybody.’ 

‘I did have a case once where, I believe, a fairly sane mother would have 
killed her son if she’d been able. He was a lad about Sonny’s age, with a 
sarcoma of the jaw. It involved half his head—he suffered terrifically. Death 
was just a matter of time. She repeatedly begged me to give him an 
overdose of morphine.’ 

“What prevented her from killing him?’ 

‘I sent him to a hospital.’ 

“Well—’ 

“Yes, I know. Sonny could have had a sort of moral sarcoma—eating up 
his soul, if you like. The sight of him going down and down might have 
been more than his mother could bear. But unless she was actually insane at 
the moment, she’d keep hoping and praying for a change—a turn for the 
better. That hope would prevent any drastic action. After all, sarcoma of the 
soul is not incurable.’ 

‘The only way it could be his mother, then, is if she went temporarily off 
her nut?’ 

‘Exquisitely phrased, my friend. Have another drink.’ 

Dr Archer’s apartment, which combined office and residence, was on the 
ground floor of a five-story house. Its front door was immediately within 
and to one side of the house entrance, off a large rectangular foyer at the 
rear of which a marble staircase wound upward and around an elevator- 
shaft. At this hour the elevator was not running. 


Inside, the front rooms of the apartment constituted the physician’s office 
—waiting-room, consultation-room, laboratory. Beyond these were a 
living-room, bedroom and kitchen. 

It was agreed that Dart should occupy the bedroom for the rest of the 
night, while Dr Archer made the best of the living-room couch. Dart could 
thus remain behind the scene for any forthcoming action, observe unseen, 
and step forward when occasion demanded. 

Neither undressed, each lying down in shirt-sleeves and trousers. In the 
event of a caller, Dart agreed that, barring physical danger, he would not 
interfere unless the doctor summoned him. 

‘Still hoping it'll be the girl, hey?’ grinned the detective. 

‘Nothing would amaze me more,’ returned Archer. ‘Go on—lie down. 
This is my party.’ He stretched his considerable length on the couch. Dart 
went into the adjacent bedroom, leaving the intervening door ayar. 

As if some unseen director had awaited this moment, the apartment bell 
promptly rang, first briefly, timidly, then longer, with resolute 
determination. ‘I didn’t want to sleep anyway,’ murmured the doctor. ‘Keep 
your ears open. Here goes.’ 

He went through the office rooms to the front door, cracked the little 
trap-window designed against rent-collectors and other robbers, snapped it 
to with a gasp of astonishment, unlocked and opened the door. 

His preliminary glance was corroborated. Before him stood Petal, bare- 
headed, with a handbag under her arm. 

‘I know it’s late,’ she was saying, a little breathlessly, “but—’ 

‘Not at all. Come in.’ 

‘Thank you.’ She looked behind her. 

He closed the door quickly. ‘Someone following you?’ 

‘I—I thought so. Just—nervousness I hope.’ 

‘Come back this way.’ 

She followed him through the waiting-room into the consulting office. 
He slipped on an office coat from a rack. 

‘Who would be following you at this hour?’ he asked, giving her a chair 
and seating himself at his desk. 

‘Detectives, maybe.’ 

‘Hardly. You’re the last person suspected in this affair.’ 


She was silent a moment. Her eyes rested on the doctor’s bag, which sat 
conspicuously on top of his desk. Then she began still breathlessly to talk. 
She leaned forward in her chair, dark eyes wide and bright, gentle breasts 
rising and falling, small fingers moving restlessly over the flat handbag on 
her lap. 

‘Are—are we alone?’ 

He smiled. ‘Would you care to look about?’ 

She accepted this with a feeble reflection of his smile. 

‘I came here to—to warn you. About Ben.’ 

‘Ben?’ 

‘He’s—wild. He blames you. He says if you hadn’t brought in that 
detective, he wouldn’t be in a jam.’ 

‘But that’s ridiculous. The thing couldn’t have been covered up. The 
same facts would have been brought out sooner or later.’ 

‘I know. But he—he’s a little crazy, I guess. Finding out about Letty and 
everything. He thinks he could have managed.’ 

‘Managed—what?’ 

‘Keeping the thing quiet.’ 

“Why should he want to keep it quiet?’ 

‘I don’t know. His job—his wife—it’s all such a mess. I guess he wants 
to take it out on somebody and he can’t—on Sonny.’ 

‘I see. What does he intend to do?’ 

‘He’s coming here and hold you up for that knife. If you refuse to give it 
to him—he’II take it.’ 

‘How?’ 

‘He has a pistol. He has to have it when he’s loading mail, you know. The 
way he is now, he’d use it.’ 

‘In which case he might be actually guilty of a crime of which he is now 
only suspected.’ 

“Yes. He might kill you.’ 

‘And naturally you want to save him from that.’ 

‘Him—and you.’ 

‘Hm ... What do you suggest?’ 

‘Give me the knife.’ 

He smiled. ‘But ’ve promised Sergeant Dart to turn it over to him in the 
morning.’ 





‘I know. But Ill give it back to you, I swear I will.’ 

‘My dear child, I couldn’t do that. Don’t you see—it would make my 
position very awkward? Obstructing the due course of justice and all that?’ 

‘Oh—I was afraid you wouldn’t—Please! Don’t you see? It may mean 
your life—and Ben’s. I tell you he’s crazy.’ 

‘How is it that he didn’t get here first?’ 

‘He had to stay with Ma. She passed out. I’m supposed to be out looking 
for medicine. As soon as I get back, he’s coming.’ 

‘As soon as you get back. Well, that makes it simple.’ 

‘What do you mean?’ 

‘Don’t go back. Stay here. Sergeant Dart will come for the knife at eight 
o’clock in the morning. It’s three now. When it has been examined, he will 
come back for us. It will be too late for Ben to do anything to me then.’ 

‘Stay here the rest of the night?’ 

“You'll be quite safe. I should hardly be—ungrateful for your effort to 
protect me.’ 

‘But—but—what about Ma’s medicine?’ 

‘If she simply fainted, she’s in no danger.’ 

‘IT couldn’t stay away. If anything happened to Ma—’ 

The physician meditated. 

‘Well,’ he said after a moment, ‘strange how the simplest solution 1s 
often the last to occur to one. I can easily take care of both the danger to 
myself and the further implication of your brother.’ 

‘How?’ Petal asked eagerly. 

‘By just spending the rest of the night elsewhere. Parts unknown.’ 

‘Oh.’ 

‘Come. That will settle everything. You run along now. Get your 
mother’s medicine. When brother Ben arrives [Il be far, far away.’ 

Reluctantly the girl arose. Suddenly she swayed, threw a hand up to her 
face, and slumped back down into the chair. Dr Archer sprang forward. She 
was quite limp. He felt her pulse and grinned. She stirred, opened her eyes, 
smiled wanly. 

‘A little water—?’ she murmured. 

He filled a paper cup from the washstand faucet in the corner and brought 
it to her. 

‘It’s so warm,’ she protested. 


‘T'll get a bit of ice.’ 

He went through the next room into the kitchen, put ice in a glass, filled 
it and returned. She had not apparently moved, but the flap of his bag on the 
desk was unsecured at one end. She drank the water. 

‘Thank you. That’s so much better. I’m sorry. I feel all right now.’ 

Again she arose and now preceded him through the waiting-room. At the 
front door she turned and smiled. She was really very pretty. 

“You’ve been swell,’ she said. ‘I guess everything will turn out all right 
now.’ 

‘I hope so. You’ve done bravely.’ 

She looked at him, turned quickly away as if eluding some hidden 
meaning in his words, and stepped across the threshold. As she did so, the 
bang of a pistol shot shook the foyer. Archer reached out, seized the girl’s 
arm, yanked her back, slammed the door. He secured its lock, then hustled 
her back into the consulting-room. 

There, both drew breath. 

‘Somebody means business. Sit down.’ 

She obeyed, wordless, while he went back to reassure Dart. When he 
returned a moment later, he found a thoroughly frightened girl. 

‘I—I heard it hit the side of the doorway,’ she breathed. ‘Who—who’d 
shoot at me?’ 

‘I can’t imagine who’d shoot at either of us. Even your brother would try 
to get what he came for before shooting.’ 

‘It was at me,’ she insisted. ‘You were still inside the room. It was from 
the stairs at the back.’ 

“Well. Looks as if we both have to stay here a while now.’ 

‘There’s no other way out?’ 

“Yes. The kitchen. But that door opens on the same foyer.’ 

She gave a sign of despair. Slowly her eyes filled. 

‘Spoils your whole scheme, doesn’t it?’ 

She said nothing. 

‘Don’t feel too bad about it. It was spoiled already.’ 

Her wet eyes lifted, questioning. 

‘Look in your bag,’ he said. 

She opened the handbag, took out a gauze-wrapped object. 

‘Unwrap it.’ 


She obeyed. The knife was not Sonny’s pearl-handled weapon, but a 
shining surgeon’s scalpel. 

‘I anticipated some such attempt as you made, of course. The real thing is 
already under inspection.’ 

He felt almost ashamed at her look. 

After a brief silence, she shrugged hopelessly. ‘Well—I tried.’ 

He stood before her. ‘I wish you’d tell me the whole story.’ 

‘I can’t. It’s too awful.’ 

‘I'd really like to help you if I could.’ 

“You could give me the knife.’ 

‘What could you do with it now? You don’t dare leave, with somebody 
shooting at you.’ 

‘If Ben comes—’ 

‘Ben has surely had time to come—come to his senses, anyway. If Ben 
would go so far as to kill—as you cla1m—to get that knife, it can only mean 
one thing: He knows whom it would implicate.’ He paused, continued: 
‘That might be himself.’ 

Inspiration kindled her eyes for a brief instant. Before he was sure he saw 
it, the lids drooped. 

‘Or,’ he leaned a little closer, ‘would it be Letty? Letty, who killed Sonny 
for betraying her, then begged her husband to forgive her and recover the 
one thing that would identify her?’ 

She looked up at him, dropped her eyes again, and said: 

‘Neither.’ 

“Who then?’ 

‘Me.’ 

“You!” 

‘Me.’ She drew deep breath. ‘Don’t you think I know what it means for 
me to come here and try to get that thing? Why make it hard? It means I 
killed Sonny, that’s all. It means I told them tonight after you left. Ben 
would have come here and done anything to get the knife, to save me. But 
Ma passed out when I told. And I ran out while Ben was holding her, saying 
I’d get something for her. And then I came here ... Why would I let Ben 
risk his neck for something I did?’ 

Dr Archer sat down. ‘Petal, you’re lying.’ 


‘No. It’s true. I did it. I didn’t know it was Sonny. I didn’t go out as Letty 
said. I hid in the room closet. I thought it was Red that came in. When he 
went to sleep I came out of the closet. It was dark ... I meant to—to hang 
on to the knife, but I couldn’t pull it out.’ She halted, went on: ‘Then I went 
out, quietly. It was Ma who really discovered him as I came back in later. 
That’s why I screamed so when—’ She halted again. 

‘But Petal—why?’ 

‘Can’t you guess?’ she said, low. 

‘Good Lord!’ He sat back in his chair. ‘If that’s a lie, it’s a good one.’ 

‘It’s not a lie. You said you’d help me if you could. Will you give me the 
knife now? Just long enough to let me clean the handle?’ 

He was silent. 

‘It’s my life I’m asking for.’ 

‘No, Petal,’ he said gently. ‘The beauty of your story is that if it stands up 
you might get off very lightly. Juries are funny about a woman’s honour. It’s 
certainly not a question of your life.’ 

‘Lightly! What good 1s a jailbird’s life?’ 

‘I can’t believe this.’ 

She stood up, her bag dropping to the floor. 

‘Look at me,’ she said. He looked. ‘Pll do anything you want me to, any 
time, from now till I die, if youll give me the knife for five minutes. 
Anything on earth.’ 

And, whatever her falsehood up to that moment, he had no doubt of her 
sincerity now. 

‘Sit down, Petal.’ 

She sat down and began to cry softly. 

‘It’s a lie. But it’s a grand lie.’ 

“Why do you keep saying that?’ 

‘Because it’s so. Don’t you see how inconsistent you are?’ 

She stopped crying. 

‘Look,’ he went on. “You’ve come to me, whom you know nothing about 
except that I’m a doctor. Nothing personal at all. You say you’ve killed for 
the sake of your—let us say—honour. Yet the same honour, which you prize 
highly enough to commit murder for, you offer to sacrifice to me if I will 
save you from the consequences of what you’ve done for it. Does that make 
sense?’ 


She did not answer. 

‘How can you hold so cheap now a thing which you held so dear a few 
hours ago?’ 

‘I’m not. It’s worth all it ever was. Something else is worth more, that’s 
all.’ 

‘How you must love your brother.’ 

‘Myself.’ 

‘No. You wouldn’t do this for yourself. If you were the only one 
involved, you’d still be defending your honour—not trading it in.’ 

‘Please—you said you’d help me.’ 

‘I’m going to help you—though not in the way you suggest—nor at the 
price.’ 

*Then—how?’ 

“You'll have to leave that to me, Petal.’ 

There was complete defeat in her voice. ‘It certainly looks that way.’ 

‘Now call your home and say that you’ve been detained by the police, 
but will be there in the morning. Tell Ben you were detained for trying to 
see me. That will keep him safe at home.’ 

She obeyed, replaced the receiver, turned to him. ‘Now what?’ 

‘Now lie down on that sofa and rest till morning. I’Il be in the next room, 
there.’ 

With utmost dejection in every movement, she went toward the sofa. 
John Archer turned and went out, back through the living-room into the 
bedroom where Dart waited, and went into whispered close communion 
with the detective. 

An hour later he came softly back to the consulting-room, cracked the 
door, looked through. Petal lay face-down on the sofa, her shoulders 
shaking with silent sobs. 


During that hour of whispered conference, the physician and the detective 
had engaged in one of their characteristic disagreements. 

“You yourself said,’ Dart reminded the doctor, ‘that the party who is 
obviously guilty is guilty. That party is Ben. He is the only one with 
sufficient motive. This Letty and Petal stuff is hooey. Women don’t kill 
guys that trick °em any more. They sue ’em. But men still kill guys that 
trick their wives.’ 


“You’re barking up the wrong sycamore, Perry. Ben didn’t know anything 
about Letty’s two-timing—delightful phrase, “two-timing”—till Red spilt it 
over two hours after the stabbing. The way you say he acted proves that. 
Why, he was still staring dumbfounded at Letty when the medical examiner 
and I came back on the scene. Men may kill guys that trick their wives—if I 
may borrow your elegant diction—but surely not till after they know the 
worst. It is still customary, is it not, for a cause to precede its effect?’ 

“You needn’t get nasty. Maybe there was some other motive.’ 

“You wouldn’t abandon your motive, would you Sergeant? “Love 1s all,” 
“Seek the woman” and all that?’ 

‘It’s been known to play a part,’ said the other drily. 

‘I wish I could place that smell.’ 

‘I wish you could place it, too—as far away as possible.’ 

‘Let’s see now. I got it in the dead boy’s room when we first went in. But 
I didn’t get it when the medical examiner and I went in.’ 

‘So?’ 

‘So it must have been upon someone who was present the first time and 
absent the second.’ 

Yea.’ 

‘Don’t growl—you’re not the hound you think you are. That would mean 
it was on one of four people—Sonny, Petal, Ma, or you.’ 

“Wake me when this 1s over.’ 

‘Then I got it in the front flat during the first period of questioning. So it 
couldn’t have been Sonny. And I did not get it anywhere else in the flat 
when you and I were looking around. Hence it couldn’t have been you.’ 

‘Nope. I use Life-Buoy.’ 

‘That leaves Petal and Ma. But I didn’t get it when Petal greeted us at the 
head of the stairs, nor while I was talking to her just now. I actually leaned 
close to her to be sure.’ 

“You leaned close to her—why”’ 

‘To be sure.’ 

‘Oh. To be sure.’ 

‘That leaves Ma.’ 

‘Hmph. So Ma killed Sonny. I begin to smell something myself.’ 

‘I didn’t say the bearer of the odour killed Sonny.’ 

‘No. You only said the odour would lead to the killer. You had a hunch.’ 





‘I’ve still got it—bigger than ever. Ma may not have killed Sonny, but I’ll 
bet you champagne to Rochelle salts that if it hadn’t been for Ma, Sonny 
wouldn’t have been killed.’ 

‘It’s a bet. And the one that wins has to drink his winnings on the spot.’ 

‘In other words, Ma is inextricably bound up in the answer to this little 
riddle.’ 

‘Anything besides an odour leading you on?’ 

“Yes. There are two things I can believe out of Petal’s story: First, Petal is 
awfully anxious to protect somebody. Second, Ben—who was coming here 
also if Petal had returned home—is also very anxious to protect somebody. 
There was time for plenty of talk after we left, so it’s unlikely that Ben and 
Petal are concerned over two different people. Ben and Petal, brother and 
sister, are trying to protect the same person. It wouldn’t be Red, whom Ben 
tried to beat. It wouldn’t be Letty, whom Petal has shown no special 
affection for. But it would be Ma, their mother, the one person in the picture 
whom both love.’ 

‘Are you trying to say that Ma killed her own son, and that Ben and Petal 
know she did?’ 

‘Not exactly. I’m saying that Ben and Petal believe that that knife will 
incriminate Ma.’ 

Dart became serious for a moment. ‘I get it. Ben’s ignorance of Letty’s 
two-timing eliminates him. Petal’s inconsistency eliminates her. Yet each of 
them wants the knife, because it may incriminate Ma.’ 

‘Beautifully summarized, professor. With the aid of a smell.’ 

“Where do you want to smell next?’ 

‘At their apartment in the morning. Have everybody there—and-a few 
trusty fallen arches. I’m going to locate that odour if it asphyxiates me.’ 

“Y’know, maybe I ought to put you on a leash.’ 

‘Have the leash ready. I’ll get you somebody to put on it.’ 


In the morning about eight-thirty the two men and the girl had coffee 
together, Dart pretending to have just arrived. Petal exhibited a forced 
cheerfulness that in no wise concealed the despair in her eyes. 

Even the hard habits of long police experience had not wholly stifled the 
detective’s chivalry, and in an effort to match the girl’s courageous 
masquerade, he said lightly: 


“You know, this case is no cinch. I’m beginning to believe some of your 
folks must walk in their sleep.’ 

As if struck, the girl jumped up. It was as if the tide of her terror, which 
had receded during the early morning hours, suddenly swung back with his 
remark, lifting her against her will to her feet. Controlling herself with the 
greatest effort, she turned from the table and disappeared into the next 
room. 

‘Gee!’ said Dart. ‘Bull’s eye—in the dark.’ 

‘M—m,’ murmured Archer. ‘Ma. But I hope I’m wrong.’ 

‘I hope so, too.’ 

Petal reappeared. 

‘I’m sorry. I’m so upset.’ 

‘Better finish your coffee,’ said the doctor. 

‘My fault,’ Dart apologized. ‘I might have let you out a few more 
minutes.’ 

‘It’s all right—about me. But there’s someone I wish you would let out— 
as far as you can.’ 

‘Who?’ 

*Ma.’ 

‘I don’t understand. Surely you don’t mean that your mother—’ 

‘No. Of course not. But—perhaps I should have mentioned it sooner— 
but it’s not something we talk much about. You ought to know it though.’ 

‘T’ll certainly try to protect your confidence.’ 

‘My mother is—well—not entirely—right.’ 

“You mean she’s—insane?’ 

‘She goes off—has spells in which she doesn’t know what she’s saying. 
You saw how she was last night—she just sat there.’ 

‘But,’ the physician put in, ‘anybody—any mother, certainly—might act 
that way under the circumstances. The shock must have been terrific.’ 

“Yes, but it is more than that. Ma has—I don’t know—she sees things. As 
long as she’s quiet it doesn’t matter. But when she starts talking, she says 
the most impossible things. When you see her again, she’s likely to have a 
complete story of all this. She’s likely to say anybody did it—anybody.’ Her 
voice dropped. ‘Even herself.’ 

The two men looked at her, Dart quizzically, Archer gravely. 








‘That’s why I’m asking you to—let her out. If ever she had reason to be 
unresponsible for what she says, it’s now.’ 

‘Quite so,’ the doctor said. ‘I’m sure Sergeant Dart will give your mother 
every consideration.’ 

Dart nodded. ‘Don’t worry, young lady. Policemen are people, too, you 
know.’ 

‘I just thought I’d better tell you beforehand.’ 

‘Glad you did. Now let’s get around to your place and see if we can’t 
clear up the whole thing. Some of the boys are to meet me there at nine. 
Perhaps something has developed that will put your mind at rest.’ 

‘Perhaps,’ said the girl with no trace of conviction or hope. 

When, a few minutes later, they reached the Dewey apartment, they 
found a bluecoat in the corridor outside the door and two of Dart’s 
subordinates already awaiting him, with the other members of the family, in 
the living-room. 

‘Isn’t Red Brown here?’ was the detective’s first question. 

‘No,’ Ben told him. ‘He left right after you did last night and hasn’t come 
back.’ 

‘The first law of nature,’ murmured Dr Archer. 

“Yea,’ Dart agreed, ‘but who 1s he protecting himself from—Mr and Mrs 
Dewey here or the law?’ 

‘It could be both,’ remarked the tight-lipped Letty. 

‘Or neither,’ the doctor added. ‘He’s probably stayed out all night before. 
And I doubt that I should care to occupy Sonny’s bed under the 
circumstances.’ 

‘I told him to be here,’ Dart said. ‘This doesn’t look good for him.’ 

One of the headquarters men called Dart aside. 

‘Autopsy report,’ he said, low. ‘Tuberculosis both lungs. Due to go 
anyway, sooner or later.’ 

*M-m.’ 

‘Here’s the knife.’ 

‘Anything on it?’ 

‘Nothing.’ 

And the detective, knowing that every Dewey’s eyes had followed where 
their ears could not reach, pretended a satisfaction which only valuable 
information could have given. 





‘Thanks,’ said he aloud. ‘This is all I’ve been waiting for.’ 

He surveyed the four members of the household—Ma, seated in the same 
chair she had occupied last night, much as if she had not left it since; Petal, 
again protectively by her side; Letty, still disagreeably defiant, standing 
beside Ben, her scowling husband. But the far-away expression was no 
longer in Ma’s eyes; she was staring now at the detective with the same 
fearful expectancy as the others. 

After a moment of complete silence, Dart, looking meditatively at the 
knife which he balanced in his hand, said almost casually: 

‘If I were the guilty party, I think I’d speak now.’ 

Ma Dewey drew a quick breath so sharply that all eyes turned upon her. 

“Yes,” she said in a dull but resolute voice. ‘Yes. That’s right. It’s time to 
speak.’ 

‘Ma!’ cried Petal and Ben together. 

‘Hush, chillun. You all don’ know. I got to tell it. It’s got to come out.’ 

“Yes, Mrs Dewey?’ 

‘Oh Ma!’ the girl sobbed, while Ben shoulders dropped suddenly and 
Letty gave a sardonic shrug. 

‘I don’t know,’ Ma said, ‘what you all’s found on that knife. It don’t 
matter. One thing I do know—my hand—this hand—’ she extended a 
clenched, withered fist—‘had hold o’ that knife when it went into Sonny’s 
heart.’ 

Petal turned desperate, appealing eyes to Dart. No one else moved or 
spoke. 

‘I told the chillun las’ night after you all had lef’.’ 

Dr Archer gave Petal a glance that at last comprehended all she had tried 
to accomplish in his office last night. 

“You all don’ know,’ the old lady resumed with a deliberate calmness of 
voice that held no hint of insanity. “You don’ know what it means to a 
mother to see a child goin’ down and down. Sonny was my youngest child, 
my baby. He was sick, body and soul.’ 

She stopped a moment, went doggedly on. 

‘He got to runnin’ around with the wrong crowd here in Harlem. Took to 
drinkin’ and comin’ in all hours o’ the night—or not at all. Nothin’ I say or 
do seem to have no effect on him. Then I see he’s beginnin’ to fall off— 
gettin’ thinner by the minute. Well, I made him go ’round to the hospital 


and let them doctors examine him. They say he got the T.B. in his lungs and 
if he don’ go ’way to a cemetarium he’lI die in a year. And I knowed it was 
so, ’cause his father died 0’ the same thing.’ 

She was looking back over the years now, and into her eyes came last 
night’s distant stare. 

‘But he wouldn’ go. Jes’ like his father. Say if he go’n’ die he go’n die at 
home and have a good time befo’ he go. I tried ev’ ything—prayer, charms 
—God and the devil. But I’d done seen his father go and I reckon I didn’ 
have no faith in neither one. And I begun to think how his father suffered 
befo’ he went, and look like when I thought ’bout Sonny goin’ through the 
same thing I couldn’ stand it. Seem like sump’m kep’ tellin’ me, “Don’ let 
him suffer like that—Don’ let him suffer like that.” 

‘It weighed on my mind. When I went to sleep nights I kep’ dreamin’ 
*bout it. "Bout how I could save him from goin’ through all that sufferin’ 
befo’ he actually come down to it. And las’ night I had sech a dream. I seen 
myself kneelin’ by my bed, prayin’ for strength to save him from what was 
in store for htm—strength to make his death quick and easy, ’stead 0’ slow 
and mis’able. Then I seen myself get up and slip into the hall and make into 
Sonny’s room like sump’m was leadin’ me. Same sump’m say, “If he die in 
his sleep he won’ feel it.”” Same sump’m took my hand and moved it ’long 
the bureau-top till it hit Sonny’s knife. I felt myself pick it up and move 
over to the bed ... and strike ...’ 

Her voice dwindled to a strained whisper. 

‘That’s all. When I opened my eyes, I was in my own bed. I thought it 
was jes’ another dream ... Now I know better. It happened. I killed him.’ 

She had straightened up in her chair as she spoke. Now she slumped back 
as if her strength was spent. 

Dr Archer went quickly to her. Dart saw him lean over her, grow abruptly 
rigid, then fumble at the bosom of her dress, loosening her clothing. After a 
moment, the doctor stood erect and turned around, and upon his face was 
the light of discovery. 

‘She’s all right,’ he said. ‘Wait a minute. Don’t do anything till I get 
back.’ 

He went into the hallway, calling back, ‘Petal, just fan your mother a bit. 
Shell be all right’—and disappeared toward the dining-room at the rear of 
the apartment. 


In a few moments, during which attention centred on reviving Ma 
Dewey, he returned with a newspaper in his hand. 

‘This was on the dining-room table, open at this page, last night,’ he said 
proffering the paper to Dart. ‘Read it. ’Il be right back.’ 

He turned and went out again, this time leaving the apartment altogether, 
by way of its front door. 

Dart looked after his vanished figure a moment, wondering perhaps if his 
friend might not also be acting in a trance. Then his eyes fell on the page 
which advertised columns of guaranteed charms. 

Before he could find just what it was Dr Archer had wanted him to read, 
a curious sound made him look up. From the hallway, in the direction of the 
rear, came a succession of sharp raps. 

“What’s that?’ whispered Letty, awe-struck. 

Dart stepped into the hallway, Ben, Letty, and the two officers crowding 
into the living-room doorway behind him. Again came the sharp succession 
of taps, and this time there was no mistaking their source. They came from 
within the closed door of Sonny’s room. 

Letty stifled a cry as Dart turned and asked, ‘Who’s in that room?’ 

‘Nobody,’ Ben answered, bewildered. ‘They took Sonny away last night 
—the door’s locked.’ 

Again came the taps. 

“Where’s the key?’ 

Ben produced a key, Dart seized it, quickly unlocked the door and flung 
it wide. 

Dr Archer stood smiling in the doorway. 

“What the hell?’ said Dart. 

‘Unquestionably,’ returned his friend. ‘May I give an order to your two 
men?’ 

He wrote something on his prescription pad and handed it to one of the 
two men behind Dart. The latter read it. 

‘O.K., Doc. Come on, Bud.’ 

They departed. 

‘As I remarked before,’ Dart growled, ‘what the hell?’ 

The physician backed into the room. ‘The missing link,’ he said blandly. 

‘Red Brown?’ 

“You heard Ma Dewey’s story?’ 


‘Of course I heard it.’ 

‘She was quite right. She did kill Sonny. But not in the way she believes. 
I’m just working out the details. See you in the living-room. Lock this door 
again, will you?’ And he shut the door between himself and the detective. 

With consummate self-control Dart suppressed comment and question 
and obeyed. 

Then he went back into the living-room with the others. The local 
newspaper was still in his hand, somewhat crumpled. He smoothed the 
pages. 

‘Take it easy, everybody,’ he advised the members of the family, with 
whom he was now alone. ‘We’ll wait for Dr Archer and Red Brown.’ And 
he began to peruse in earnest the columns of ads: 


BLACK CAT LODESTONE 
Draw anything you want to you. 
Free—Hot foot and attracting powders with your order. 


Pay the postman only $1.95 on delivery and it is all yours to keep and enjoy forever. 


Burn Lucky Stars and surround yourself with good fortune. 
WIN YOUR LOVED ONE 

Let us send you our Sacred Controlling Love Powder. 

Do you suffer from lack of Friends, Money, Health? 
ORIENTAL WISHING RING 


He had to read to the bottom of the right-hand column before something 
caught his eye, an address which seemed somehow familiar. 

‘15 West 134th Street, Apt. 51—Why, that’s here!’ 

He re-read the advertisement: 


FAITH CHARM 

Faith can move mountains. 

Develop your faith by using our special charm. 

Secret formula. Bound to bring health and happiness to the wearer. 


‘Say! 


The front door rattled. Dart stepped out and admitted Dr Archer. ‘What 
kind of hide-and-seek is this?’ 

‘It isn’t,’ smiled the physician. ‘It’s a practical demonstration in entrances 
and exits. It shows that even if Sonny’s door had been locked, his assailant 
could have entered and left his room, undetected.’ 

‘How.’ 

‘The next apartment is empty. Its entrance is not locked—you know how 
vacant apartments are hereabouts: the tenants bring their own locks and take 
them when they move. One room has a window on the same airshaft with 
Sonny’s, at right angles to it, close enough to step across—if you don’t look 
down.’ 

“You jackass! You’d risk your hindquarters like that?’ 

‘Sergeant—please.’ 

‘But what’s the use? We’ve got the old lady’s confession, haven’t we?’ 

“Yes.” 

‘And you admitted she did it—you were working out details. Good grief 
—would she go around to the next apartment and climb across an airshaft— 
at her age? What do you want me to believe?’ 

‘Believe in the value of an odour, old snoop. Come on.’ 

They re-entered the living-room. Dr Archer went to Ma Dewey. 

‘Tell me, Mother Dewey, where do you keep the oil?’ 

She looked up at him. ‘I don’t keep it. I gets it jes’ as I needs it.’ 

“When did you last need it?’ 

“Yestiddy mornin’.’ 

‘After it had failed so long to help Sonny?’ 

‘I didn’ have faith. I’d done seen his father die. But somebody else might 
’a’ had faith.’ 

‘Curious,’ reflected the doctor, ‘but common.’ 

Dart’s patience gave out. 

‘Would you cut the clowning and state in plain English what this 1s all 
about?’ 

‘IT mean the mixture of Christian faith and primitive mysticism. But I 
suppose every religion is a confusion of superstitions. ’ 

The doorbell saved Dart from exploding. He went to the door and flung it 
open with unnecessary violence. 





His two subordinates stood before him, holding between them a stranger 
—a sullen little black man whose eyes smoldered malevolence. 

As they brought him into the living-room, those eyes first encountered 
Ben. Their malevolence kindled to a blaze. The captive writhed from the 
hands that held him and leaped upon the brother, and there was no 
mistaking his intention. 

His captors got hold of him again almost before Ben realized what had 
happened. 

‘Who the devil’s this?’ Dart asked the physician. 

‘Someone for your leash. The man that killed Sonny.’ 

“Yea—’ panted the captive. ‘I got him. And—’ indicating Petal—‘I come 
near gettin’ her las’ night. And if you turn me loose, Ill get him.’ Vainly he 
struggled toward Ben. 

‘Three for one,’ said the doctor. ‘Rather unfair, isn’t it, Mr Bright?’ 

‘She took all we had, didn’ she? Give my wife that thing what killed our 
kid. We got to pay her back—all for all.’ 

‘Solomon Bright,’ breathed Dart. ‘The guy that lost his kid yesterday.’ 

Dr Archer said to the man, ‘What good will it do to pay Mother Dewey 
back?’ 

The little man turned red eyes on the quiet-voiced physician. ‘They ain’ 
no other way to get our chile back, is they?’ 

Dr Archer gave gesture of despair, then said to Dart: 

‘Mother Dewey made the charm yesterday.’ 

‘’Twasn’ no charm,’ Solomon Bright glowered. ‘’Twas a curse. Cast a 
spell on our chile, tha’s what it done.’ 

‘Its odour,’ John Archer went on, ‘was characteristic. But I couldn’t place 
it till Mother Dewey fainted just now and I saw the cord around her neck. 
On the end of it hangs the same sort of packet that I saw on Mr Bright’s 
baby.’ 

Dart nodded. ‘I get it ... When she made that charm, she was unwittingly 
killing her own son. This bird’s poison.’ 

‘Grief-crazed—doesn’t realize what he’s doing. Look at him.’ 

‘Realize or no realize, he killed Sonny.’ 

‘No,’ said the doctor. ‘Superstition killed Sonny.’ He sighed. ‘But I doubt 
that we’ll ever capture that.’ 


THE END 
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